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Abstract 
 The transition to the middle school setting from elementary school has been the subject of 
research for decades as data shows a decline in academic success, socio-emotional health and 
motivation for students. There is a lack of research based transitional programs to support the 
needs of students at this time, specifically those with special needs.  Though the name and 
specific criteria for students with ADHD has shifted, the impact this neurological disability has 
on students and learning is comprehensive.  Symptoms of this disorder reach and affect each part 
of the student and their school experience, as well as those around them.  The intersection of this 
disorder, pubertal timing, and the transition to middle school can greatly amplified if the student 
experiences other adverse circumstances at the same time.  The unique viewpoints of students 
who are experiencing this lend perspective to this distinct moment in time.  This qualitative study 
sheds light on what these students perceive about the change from the elementary setting to the 
middle school setting to better understand their needs and motivations.  Their words potentially 
impact school psychology practice and programs for students with ADHD who also experiencing 
at-risk factors.  
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Chapter 1  
Introduction 
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactive Disorder  
Prevalence and Diagnosis 
Students with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) are less likely to 
graduate high school as well as attend higher education.  These educational deficits, along with 
medical and individual family expenses, have been estimated to cost society as much as $52 
billion annually (Barnard-Brak, Sulak, & Fearon, 2011; Centers for Disease Control [CDC], 
2018; Loe & Feldman, 2007; Pelham, Foster, & Robb, 2007; Rigney, 2012).  ADHD is a 
behavioral disorder, more prominent in males, that negatively affects familial and social 
relationships, as well as academic achievement because of symptoms that upset organizational 
skills, attention, and planning ahead (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013; Nigg, 
2001; Rasheed, Fathima, & Altaf, 2013; Shah, Cork, & Chowdhury, 2005; Williams, 1995).  
ADHD is the most common psychiatric disorder diagnosed in children (APA, 2000).  The 
American Psychiatric Association (APA) (2013) estimates three to seven percent prevalence in 
the United States, while surveys suggest the number is as high as 6.1 million (CDC, 2018; 
Fabiano et al., 2013).  More than two thirds of children with ADHD have comorbidity with 
another psychiatric condition that only adds to the hurdles these students have to overcome 
(Barnard-Brak et al., 2011; Danielson et al.; 2018; Katragadda & Schubiner, 2007; Rasheed et 
al., 2013).  In addition, poverty predicts lower treatment rates for students with ADHD and has 
been found to be one of the most pervasive barriers to symptom improvement (Bussing, Zima, 
Gary, & Garvan, 2003).  Exposure to outside adverse circumstances can increase production of 
certain hormones, which inhibit learning and memory and that exposure to stressors can have 
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long lasting effects (Green & Mccormick, 2013).  Development is particularly vulnerable to 
environmental factors during adolescence, as there is a rapid increase in brain cell connections, 
making the brain pathways more effective (Brunson et el., 2005; “Teen Brain,” 2016).  The 
summer months create a time of waiting where anticipations and expectations create an 
experience in and of itself.  Transitions can be difficult for all students, but particularly for those 
who experience an intersection of multiple disparities such as ADHD and outside hindering 
factors.  Therefore, for school psychologists to support the educational opportunity for students 
with ADHD, the present study sought to understand the experience of students with ADHD who 
have also experienced another adverse circumstance during their transition to middle school. 
ADHD in Middle School 
 Symptoms of ADHD directly affect these children and those around them in middle 
school.  Specifically, school psychologists should be aware of the disorder’s influence on 
cognition, behavior and social-emotional well-being, as well as the unique strengths of these 
students.  
Cognition.  During middle school, curriculum demands call for more application, critical 
thinking and application, which increases demands exponentially for students with ADHD who 
struggle with working memory and attention (Antshel et al., 2010; Fergusson & Horwood, 1995; 
Goldstein, 2010; Krain & Castellanos, 2006; Kuntsi et al., 2010; Loe & Feldman, 2007).  If 
proper accommodations and supports are lacking, students will struggle with maintaining 
attention, which increases anxiety at a time when apprehensions elevate for all students (Baxter 
& Rattan, 2004).  An increase in organizational demands occurs in middle school and students 
with ADHD struggle to organize and plan ahead (APA, 2013; Elias, 2002).  School 
psychologists, who come prepared with experience and training to best evaluate, observe and 
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suggest interventions for these students, are not often involved in oversight of students with 
ADHD at the transition to middle school (Power & Atkins, 1994).  Whether students with 
ADHD have behavior problems as a result of their symptoms or out of frustration with the 
learning process, difficulties with behavior are common at the secondary level.  
Behavior.  Behavior problems are often symptoms of the brain dysregulation of this 
disorder.  ADHD is associated with poor behavioral inhibition, suspensions, expulsions, and 
issues in the home (Barkley, 1997; Barkley et al., 1990; Fergusson & Horwood, 1992; Fergusson 
& Horwood, 1995; Fergusson, Lynskey, & Horwood, 1997; Frazier, Youngstrom, Glutting, & 
Watkins, 2007; Lambert, 1988; Loe & Feldman, 2007; Thorley, 1984; Weiss & Hechtman, 
1993).  Shah et al. (2005) state “Children with ADHD are much more likely to become more 
oppositional and defiant during their mid childhood and delinquent in adolescence” (p. 129).  
Children with ADHD tend to have a more external locus of control and are more likely to view 
the events that happen to them as outside their personal control or due to “fate” (Barkley, 1998; 
Gonzalez & Sellers, 2002, p.7).  Self-reported oppositional behaviors were also related to this 
sense of external locus of control (Varma & Weirer, 2013).  Teachers often encounter problems 
with these students and Nigg (2001) describes, “Children with ADHD are by definition fast, 
careless, and/or act inappropriately in contexts where care is warranted” (p. 573).  Students with 
ADHD are at risk for social disadvantages with peers based on their external behaviors 
(Fergusson et al., 1997; Gaub & Carlson, 1997).  Adults may misinterpret these students as 
willfully making rash decisions (APA, 2000; Alabiso, 1977; Brown, 2014; Thompson & Miller, 
2013).  Additionally, ADHD has a high level of comorbidity with Oppositional Defiance 
Disorder or Conduct Disorders (Hinshaw, 1987; Jensen et al., 2001).  Students with ADHD, 
especially those with more externalizing symptoms, are at higher risk for drug and alcohol abuse 
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(August et al., 2006).  Schools psychologists need to be aware of these behavioral and academic 
outcomes of the disorder that also carry over into their social-emotional state.  
Social-emotional.  Emotional struggles play a large role in any adjusting teen, especially 
those with ADHD.  According to Brown (2014), the cognitive functioning that impairs learning 
also interferes with the ability to manage emotions.  There is a social stigma in the U.S. that 
accompanies ADHD where mainstream children are more likely to view these students as violent 
and or troublesome (Walker, Coleman, Lee, Squire, & Friesen, 2008).  Though research has been 
done on how these students interact with peers with ADHD, no studies have asked students with 
ADHD how they perceive their interaction with peers at the middle school level.  Researchers 
found an existing hierarchy of preferences for types of disabilities, indicating a more satisfactory 
attitudes toward people with physical impairments, stigmatizing those with psychiatric 
disabilities (Chan, Cardoso, & Chronister, 2009; Cook, 1998; Shaw, Fong and McMahon, 2012).  
Transitioning to a new school means new relationships will need to be made, both with peers and 
teachers.  Less social support at a time when peers have a powerful influence on each other could 
lead to emotional stress with these students (Nestmann & Hurrelmann, 1994).  Social anxiety 
activates the amygdala, which limits a student’s ability to learn and retain information (Killgore 
& Yurgelun-Todd, 2005).  Brock et al., (2009) state that students with ADHD have a low 
frustration threshold and suggest that those involved should plan ahead in these situations and 
make appropriate accommodations.  It is clear that students with ADHD need more emotional 
support during adolescence at a time when environments are shifting along with their feelings 
and psychophysiological expressions.  Teachers have misperceptions of ADHD and professional 
development on Inclusive Practices and student perceptions from school psychologists, who 
come with a level of expertise on disorders that impact learning, could better inform them on the 
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best practices during this transition period (Alabiso, 1977; Ballantine, 2015; Brown, 2014; 
Perold, Louw, & Kleynhans, 2010; Thompson & Miller, 2013).  Through all of this, there are 
many functional and successful students and adults with ADHD and all of them have the ability 
to succeed, especially when given the right circumstances and interventions.   
Strengths of children with ADHD.  Children with ADHD often appear similar to 
children in the general education setting, are very verbal, and can add energy to the learning 
environment (Armstrong, 2010).  They embody many positive qualities and have shown relative 
strength in tasks requiring common sense, reasoning and logical thinking (Ek et al., 2007).  
Although low IQ is more common, co-occurrence of high IQ and a diagnosis of ADHD have 
been found (Cordeiro et al., 2011; Antshel et al., 2010).  Therefore, physicians and school 
psychologists should use careful assessment and be wary of automatically placing these students 
in a Learning Disabled category (Reeve, 1990).  Being able to make quick decisions is 
considered a strength in sports and other competitive fields, and therefore the impulsivity of 
children with ADHD can be beneficial (Chandler, 2010; Vlad & Lungu, 2017).  They could be 
described as fearless, as levels of symptoms have been positively correlated with risk taking and 
their perception of the benefits of taking these risks (Pollak, Aloni, & Shoham, 2016). Despite 
these strengths, many students with ADHD struggle to overcome academic hurdles and they may 
experience even more difficulty when transitioning to middle school.  There is an intersection of 
disadvantages when one considers those who come bearing other emotional and outside stressors 
during this turbulent time.   
Transition to Middle School 
 For the purposes of this study, the transition to middle school was defined as the physical 
move to a new school where students have a different teacher and room for each subject instead 
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of one or a selected few in the lower grade levels.  Along with the physical move, students also 
experience changes within themselves and in their social spheres.  
Environmental changes.  The transition to middle school occurs between the ages of ten 
and twelve and vary to include combinations of sixth through eighth grade.  The middle school is 
typically in a new location where students change from six to eight classes in one day.  This is a 
stark contrast from elementary school where they have been with one teacher per year 
throughout the day.  Classroom structure and the social environment affect learning and 
motivation (Bruning, Schraw, & Norby, 2010; Hattie, 2012).  Most middle schools are bigger in 
size and population and students must navigate the new surrounding on their own instead of as a 
whole class unit (Akos, Queen, & Lineberry, 2005).  Students are required to have a higher level 
of organizational skills in middle school, as they receive different expectations and work from 
each teacher (Elias, 2002).  With increased curriculum demands, rigorous homework, and 
independence expectancies, students with ADHD are at even more risk for failure.  Instead of 
trying to make a child conform to the school setting, educators and school psychologists could 
benefit from a shift in their perception to the authentic transitional needs of students with the 
intersection of ADHD and other external obstacles.  The description of the essence of their lived 
experience has the potential to inform the discussion on transition programs and the role of the 
school psychologist in orientation programs.    
The current state of the transition to middle school is associated with an increase in 
negative symptoms and a decrease in positive trait perceptions along with a decline in math and 
English performance when compared with students who stayed on a K-8 campus (Rockoff & 
Lockwood, 2010).  West and Schwerdt (2012) found similar results in a longitudinal study and 
found and that the decline did not improve over the years like it has shown to during the 
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transition to high school.  Another change from elementary school are a reduction in times 
provided to expend extra energy and socialize with their friends (CDC, 2015; Pellegrini & Smith, 
1993; Ramstetter & Murray, 2017).  Middle schools are losing funding and dropping electives 
where students may no longer have music, dance, art or other creative and kinesthetic outlets 
(Hollingsworth, 2011; Reinolds, 2001; Vanoverbeke, 2008).  Motor demanding interventions, 
which focus on fine and gross motor skills through balance exercises, and cardiovascular 
activities have been found to benefit working memory performance and executive processing 
(Koutsandréou, Wegner, Niemann, & Budde, 2016; Ploughman, 2008), yet there is limited 
access to these activities at the middle school level.  These shifts in setting happen concurrently 
with developmental changes in middle school students, which can have a greater negative effect 
on students who have difficulties with learning and attention.   
Developmental changes.  Adolescence is a critical time of developmental change. 
Middle school begins for students during puberty when emotions and hormones continuously 
change (Isaacs, 2013; Orvin, 1995).  Puberty is characterized by a rapid transformation that 
affects many functional domains: hormone levels, physique, drives, motivations, psychology, 
and social life (Mendle & Ferrero, 2012; Blakemore et al., 2010).  Previous researchers have 
shown that as children approach middle school age, anxiety increases from social fears of being 
evaluated by others (Bokhorst, Westenberg, Oosterlaan, & Heyne, 2008; Ollendick, King, & 
Frary, 1989).  Peterson (1987) stresses the importance of this developmental stage in life when 
he states that the social roles of teenagers have “significant influence on how the world is seen, 
and serve as the primary building-blocks of their identities” (p. 241).  At the same time, there is a 
conflicting desire for teens to become more independent (Sroufe, Cooper, & DeHart, 1996).  
Risk taking increases within adolescence because of the change in dopamine input (Hollenstein 
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& Lougheed, 2013).  School psychologists should be aware of these internal and physiological 
shifts along with social changes that occur due to the move to a new school.  
Social changes.  Relationships undergo natural changes with the transition to a new 
school setting.  Instead of having one teacher a day, students see around six teachers in classes 
consisting of new and old peers (Evans, Allen, Moore, & Strauss, 2005).  The former 
connections and sense of community that existed with one teacher and the same classmates may 
dissipate.  Middle school teachers struggle to teach the required curriculum in their allotted time 
and are left with little time to build rapport with and among their students.  Anderman (2003) 
found that students’ sense of belonging decreased during this change to middle school.  This is a 
time where they are figuring out who they are on their own yet are also easily influenced by their 
peers (Underwood & Rosen, 2011).  Students who have fears about making new friends or losing 
old ones when they move to their new school have limited energy and attention to give to 
academic demands (Bruning et al., 2010).  Students with ADHD may need extra support from 
school psychologists and teachers to relieve external stressors that may cause fear and anxiety 
(Balk, 2011).  New secondary students have deep concerns about feeling like they belong and 
this must be addressed to ensure a successful transition (Wormeli, 2011).  
This social disruption is likely to be magnified for students with any type of disorder who 
experience more loneliness in the classroom than their mainstream peers (Langher, Ricci, 
Reversi, & Citarelli, 2010; Litner, 2003).  Wahl (2002) reports that negative attitudes towards 
mental illnesses increase with age (p. 147).  All of these shifts occur simultaneously in the lives 
of youth and cause them to be at greater risk for lower self-esteem, a decline in GPA, and less 
participation with extracurricular activities (Simmons, Burgeson, Carlton-Ford, & Blyth, 1987; 
Wang & Eccles, 2012).  Weldy (1995) warns that transitions like these are full of obstacles, 
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especially for at-risk students.  While symptoms of ADHD have been shown to decline with 
chronological age, the transition to middle school interrupts this decline, yet few studies of why 
this is, or as to effective interventions, exist (Biederman, Mick & Faraone, 2000; Langberg et al., 
2008).  Early intervention is increasingly vital to the success of students with ADHD and 
therefore the transition to middle school may be an important time to support these students 
before the move to high school or college occurs (Smith et al., 2015).  School psychologists’ role 
in this transition period could benefit all students, especially those impacted by multiple layers of 
disadvantage. The National Association for School Psychologists (NASP) (2019) describes the 
role of school psychologists as this: 
School psychologists are uniquely qualified members of school teams that support 
students' abilities to learn and teachers' abilities to teach. They apply expertise in mental 
health, learning, and behavior, to help children and youth succeed academically, socially, 
behaviorally, and emotionally. School psychologists partner with families, teachers, 
school administrators, and other professionals to create safe, healthy, and supportive 
learning environments that strengthen connections among home, school, and the 
community. 
Collaboration and training on the needs of students with ADHD is one of the many 
services school psychologist provide to these “school teams” (NASP, 2019).  In order to inform 
the field of school psychology and any interventions, the transitional experiences of students 
with ADHD were examined through the theoretical lens of Intersectionality where factors that 
lead to educational inequalities and the behavioral symptoms of the disorder converged. 
Conceptual and Theoretical Framework 
Intersectionality is defined as the theoretical framework that examines multiple levels of 
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disadvantage or inequalities (Walby, Armstrong, & Strid, 2012).  Mutually constitutive groups 
form one’s identity and where these labels intersect is the point of importance (Crenshaw, 1991; 
Trahan, 2011).  This marries well particularly with phenomenology as the essence of a moment 
in time and this study focuses on the disruptive moment of the transition to a new middle school.  
Davis (2008) supports the use of Intersectionality in all disciplines in order to acknowledge 
differences.  This theory began in feminist theory in order to include “all voices, especially 
oppressed voices” (Gopaldas, 2013).  It has expanded past gender and race to include disability 
as it intersects with all aspects of life (Hirschmann, 2012; Pal, 2011).  Intersectionality is a 
means to circumvent the tendency to categorize struggles as singular issues or through a “single-
axis view” and ignore that they compound to create greater issues (Crenshaw 1989, p. 139).  
ADHD, combined with another recent adverse circumstance, represents “multiple dimensions 
and modalities of social relations and subject formations” (McCall, 2005, p. 1771). The two 
domains of a disorder like ADHD and a concurrent extenuating circumstance of exclusion and 
subordination converge at the tumultuous time of the transition to middle school and adolescence 
(Davis, 2008).  The layers of marginalization experienced by these students can create unequal 
life opportunities and their experience can inform the conversation for school psychologists 
(Saatcioglu & Corus, 2014).  Shaw et al., (2012) found that having a behavioral disability in 
particular, when combined with other inequalities, led to more workplace harassment than when 
compared with other marginalized groups.  This study and research approach enables the 
exploration of students with ADHD outside of the traditional scope that assumes the disorder is 
the same for all students and recognizes the interactivity of social identity structures (Gopaldas, 
2013; Wilder, Koro-Ljungberg, & Bussing, 2009).    
Sullivan and Thorius (2010) call for a more integrated approach of examining the school 
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experience for students with disabilities by incorporating the complex relationships of multiple 
characteristics.  From the moment students enter kindergarten, levels of motivation for school 
decline and dissatisfaction increases — with especially marked decreases during school 
transitions particularly for at-risk youth (Spencer, 2006; Wigfield et al., 2006).  The combination 
of these factors will set students up for failure at the entrance of middle school if they are not 
directly addressed in the field of school psychology.  To explore the overall experience students 
with ADHD have during this transition, the intersectionality of their current situations influenced 
the inquiry and analysis of this study.  
Purpose of Study 
The purpose of this study is to inform the discussion within school psychology on current 
transition programs and potential interventions for students with ADHD transitioning to middle 
school.  To examine the intersectionality of ADHD and external stressors during this transition to 
middle school, the researcher sought out the essence of students’ experience in a phenomenology 
study.  The authentic experiences of these students can be used to meet the specific needs of their 
transition to middle school and inform the field of school psychology about the intersection of 
disabilities and the transition to middle school.  Multiple inequalities like ADHD and additional 
external or internal factors exacerbate issues in the context of a transitional period where 
disadvantages are heightened for these students.  By ignoring these specific disadvantages, 
institutional oppression occurs.  Based on the view of Intersectionality, the obstacles for these 
students to maintain equal educational opportunity come together at the critical junction between 
elementary and middle school.  Successful treatment is dependent on comprehensive and 
accurate diagnosis specific to individual students’ needs (Brock et al., 2009).  The voices of 
students who experience issues with attention and externalizing behaviors at a time when they 
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are transitioning to middle school may improve direct observation and intervention 
recommendations for school psychologists.  The researcher described what unique students with 
ADHD experienced and felt they needed during this time of transition by conducting interviews.  
The study gauged the conceptual utility of Intersectionality to understand how students with 
ADHD from difficult circumstances experience the transition to middle school in order to inform 
the field of school psychology about potential best practices for intervention. 
Qualitative research, as described by Selman (1980), “requires a phase of inquiry that 
demands both subjectivity and involvement” (p. 284).  A direct interview with the child with 
ADHD served as the best means to gain understanding of this time.  School psychologists “need 
to have training and expertise in behavioral interventions” (Brock et al., 2009, p. 100), and the 
voices of these students could provide a window into how students who often need behavioral 
supports experience this transition to middle school.  The study was informed by the literature 
and adds insight to past studies regarding unique concerns of marginalized students whose 
viewpoints have been ignored (Bottoms, 2002; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006).  Examination of 
interviewees’ words and perceptions revealed new insights into transition programs and 
individualized support for students with ADHD, specifically those with recent factors that 
increase their likelihood to be at-risk academically.  The school psychology field can be made 
more aware of how the intersection of the students’ disadvantages affected them.  The purpose of 
this phenomenology was to describe the intersectionality of ADHD and other extenuating factors 
to glean the essence of their experiences in this vulnerable time.  
Research Question 
The overarching question for this study was: In what ways do the intersections of ADHD 
and other stressors influence students’ overall experience of the transition to middle school?  
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Answers to this question provide insight into the emotions and thoughts of students and how the 
combination of inequalities, such as adverse circumstances and ADHD, interplay to impact their 
transition to middle school.  In addition, turning interview responses into a concise set of themes 
and describing the essence of their thoughts further contributes to the body of literature on the 
ways to support and provide interventions to help adolescent students with ADHD succeed.   
The organization of this study will begin with a review of the literature on intervention 
programs that exist for the transition to middle school and those created for students with ADHD 
during middle school.  The next chapter will address the methods used, which is followed by the 
reported data.  Finally, data is analyzed and conclusions are made in order to inform the literature 
and future research on the transition to middle school for students with ADHD.  
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Chapter 2  
Literature Review 
The literature review highlights four significant topics related to this study: prior studies 
on the transition to middle school for mainstream children, the programs used, adolescent 
students with ADHD, and middle school interventions and programs for students with ADHD.  
For the purposes of this study, the transition to middle school is defined as the physical move to 
a new school where students attend multiple classes with various teachers instead of one.  
Research has been conducted on the effects of the change in location and structure of middle 
school for all students.  Programs have been established to aide students during this transition.  
Researchers have noted specifics about ADHD in adolescents and, finally, interventions have 
been tested to support students with ADHD in their adolescence.   
Transition from Elementary School to Middle School 
 There are many factors at play during the transition to middle school. The following is 
the literature that addresses as many of those factors that could impact the results of this study as 
possible. Puberty, motivation, self-esteem, pyramid transitions, resiliency in middle school, 
belonging and anxiety are defined and described through what the historical and current research 
says about them.  These will help inform the results and create a context for the participants and 
the interplay of variables that can occur at the transition to middle school.   
 Puberty.  Puberty is defined as a time of physical changes with growth hormones that 
affect a teen’s sexual and emotional maturation (Brown, 2014; Sroufe et al., 1996).  The “rapidly 
developing physical and psychosexual features of adolescents lead them to take an active role 
independent of their parents” (Lerner & Foch, 1987, p. 16).  Middle school students begin to 
have a voice and make decisions on their own.  On the other hand, these hormonal changes can 
  
15 
 
upset academic outcomes.  Prior research has indicated that pubertal timing can affect 
achievement (Mendle & Ferrero, 2012).  In 1991, Dubas et al., published a longitudinal study of 
the effects of pubertal timing and academic outcomes on 252 adolescent students.  Males 
performed better if they went through puberty early while late maturing females performed 
better.  Either way, teachers and staff should be prepared to help students learn and achieve and 
overcome any internal changes that serve as distractors at this age.  Along with puberty come 
relational shifts, especially between student and teacher.  
Motivation.  Other than internal changes, students experience changes in motivation in 
connection with the environment during the middle school transition.  Significant data was 
collected about the transition from elementary school to middle school in a historic and pivotal 
longitudinal study by Feldlaufer, Midgley, & Eccles (1988).  Several surveys and observational 
data evaluated the classroom environment from the perspective of both students and teachers.  
Findings demonstrated that student teacher relationships deteriorated, and students were given 
fewer opportunities for classroom input after the transition.  The lack of connection and not 
feeling heard would lead many people, despite the age, to feel unmotivated.  Authors suggested a 
“development mismatch between early adolescence and the classrooms provided for them in 
junior high” (p. 151).  Eccles et al. (1993) discussed this same “Stage-Environment Fit” where 
the new and different environment of middle school was linked to the decline of motivation in 
students (p. 91).  Hattie (2009), as a result of 15 years research and synthesizing over 800 studies 
into a meta-analysis, found the major influences on education for school aged children and the 
second most impact on learning were what he called “Piagetian programs” or those designed 
with a developmental fit for where the students were at cognitively (Hattie, 2012, p. 190).  A 
psychiatrist who himself was diagnosed with ADHD at age eight expressed frustration that there 
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are reports in the medical field that the disorder is a “hoax” and he himself has been called “lazy” 
and “unmotivated” (Culliford, 2002, p. 1524).  Dr. Price (2017) wrote in his book that 
underachieving males often have a fear of failing that creates anxiety, which will appear as 
laziness in students with ADHD.  Midgley, Anderman and Hicks (1995) connected the lessening 
of task related goals and more performance goals to the decrease in motivation for middle 
schoolers through a survey given to 108 middle school students and 50 elementary teachers.  A 
preponderance of research has shown that when a student is task focused they will try harder, 
persist at a task longer and attempt more challenging work (Bruning et al., 2010; Nicholls, 
Patashnick, & Nolen, 1985; Senko, Hulleman, & Harackiewicz, 2011).  The switch from 
believing that an assignment can be tackled with effort and persistence to feeling that knowledge 
is stable and fixed can cause students to lose intrinsic incentive and enthusiasm.  Much like these 
performance goals, a study that asked 21 school staff members to respond to a questionnaire 
showed that competitions and their ability to measure up were new obstacles that teens 
experienced when entering middle school (McTyeire, 2004).  These studies show the overall 
switch from task related goals to performance ones negatively affects students and can 
exacerbate problems with success in middle school even further.  On the other hand, Pitzer, 
Skinner, Burk, Roeser & Steele (2015) highlight the important role teachers can play in 
supporting or undermining students' ability to bounce back after setbacks.  Performance goals 
where they are compared to others and teacher interactions may also be connected to a student’s 
self-esteem.  
Self-esteem.  A healthy self-esteem for an adolescent means they have a realistic idea of 
their own capacities and capabilities as measured by the ideals they strive for (Palombo, 1979).  
Wigfield, Eccles, Mac Iver, Reuman and Midgley (1991) used student questionnaires with 1,850 
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students from 12 different districts to find out how self-esteem and self-concepts were affected 
by the transition from elementary school to middle school.  Self-esteem declined during the 
transition as well as students’ self-concepts of their abilities in math, English and social 
activities.  Also, a statistically significant positive relationship has been found between self-
esteem and perceived social support (Ikiz & Cakar, 2010).  For students with ADHD who do not 
receive equal amounts of social support like their non-diagnosed peers, this could be detrimental 
to their overall academic experience.  Students who are experiencing multiple circumstantial 
setbacks may have an even lower self-esteem and school psychologists could apply student point 
of views from this study to help bridge the social and academic gaps and build self-esteem.  
Pajares and Graham (1999) looked specifically at middle school students and their self-
efficacy with mathematics over the first year.  Results support the theory that self-efficacy and 
“beliefs about their... capabilities” (p. 136) have an impact on outcomes in achievement; 
therefore students’ viewpoints are valuable and should be further investigated.  Helping gain 
appropriate confidence through growth mindset language could benefit all students as studies 
found those with high self-efficacy were more likely to take on challenging tasks and “view 
failure as a part of learning” (Hattie, 2012, p. 46).  Belief that intelligence is not fixed and can be 
developed has shown to reliably predict school achievement despite socioeconomic status (Claro, 
Paunesku & Dweck, 2016).  In a qualitative study about middle school math course assignments, 
Usher (2009) affirmed Bandura’s (1986) theory that encompasses the influence of vicarious 
learning and social persuasion. The author suggests that teachers and parents should carefully 
consider those messages they send to students that can influence a student’s success.  Teachers 
are role models by default due to the amount of time they are around students when compared to 
other adults, and the literature suggests that teacher behaviors and characteristics have a great 
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deal of influence on student outcomes (Croninger & Lee, 2001).  School psychologists could 
lead professional development for parents and educators on instilling a growth mindset, which 
could support students in overcoming obstacles as they persevere at difficult tasks longer 
(Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015).  Furthermore, in the largest meta-analysis conducted in 
educational research, Hattie (2009) found that the largest effect size that impacts depth of 
knowledge was in student reported grades or student expectations.  Findings regarding the 
significance of self-efficacy point to the importance of building a culture that encourages effort 
and valuing mistakes as a part of learning.  Creating this culture could be daunting at the middle 
school level, especially for schools that experience a pyramid transition.    
Pyramid transitions.  Students have an even more volatile transitional experience if they 
go to a new school that is made up of students from multiple elementary schools instead of one.  
Alspaugh (1998) found a greater achievement loss for preteens moving into a new middle school 
if they experienced a “pyramid transition” (p. 24).  Feeder schools are defined as a school where 
the majority of the students that advance go into a single new campus.  Students who stayed with 
their same cohort of friends during the transition or attended a middle school that had fewer 
feeder schools had more desirable educational outcomes.  A report on feeder schools from San 
Francisco Public Schools from 2012 showed that six different elementary schools were 
designated to send all of their students to a single middle school campus in the majority of 
middle schools (“Middle school feeders,” 2012).  “During adolescence, friends become 
collaborators in a quest to understand themselves and validate one another” (Underwood & 
Rosen, 2011, p. 166).  This can be problematic for students with ADHD who struggle to 
maintain friendships as their peers mature or who move to a new school where they know very 
few students (Mikami, 2010).  In regards to drop out rates and academic decline, Pettit (2004) 
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explains, “One explanation for negative effects associated with residential mobility is that it 
disrupts social connections important for the successful development of children” (p. 286).  This 
research supports the importance of school psychologists considering all extenuating 
circumstances in assessment and intervention recommendations.  A new middle school that 
receives students from many elementary schools may need more transitional support and culture 
building to provide an emotionally and physically safe space, especially for at-risk students. 
Resiliency in middle school.  Along with females with ADHD reporting more new 
friendships by the end of their first year in middle school, Limited English Proficient (LEP) 
showed resiliency at the transition to middle school (Hardy, Bukowski and Sippola, 2002).  
Using a database from a school district in Dallas, Dabbs (2008) analyzed the factors that affect 
the transition from elementary to middle school in three different cohorts of students of 12,000 
students each.  Data revealed LEP students showed significant positive gains in achievement 
scores.  This study may show that the changes to middle school may actually be beneficial to 
certain learners.  These positive results are limited and most students have been shown to 
struggle in this time period, both academically and socially.  Low socio-economic status (SES) 
along with students from larger schools have been shown to decrease achievement test scores in 
middle school (Alspaugh, 1998).  Also, poor students are twice as likely to be retained (Cauley 
& Jovanovich, 2006), and in turn, associated with a substantial increase in the odds of dropping 
out even after controlling for differences in background, post-retention grades and attendance 
(Roderick, 1994).  On the other hand, Croninger and Lee (2001) observed that teachers are an 
important source of social capital for students and can reduce the probability of dropping out by 
half.  Teacher behaviors and characteristics have a great deal of influence on student outcomes 
(Hattie, 2009).  These students especially need to feel socially supported during unpredictable 
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times like the transition to middle school to increase their sense of belonging (Hoffman, Ushpiz, 
& Levy-Shiff, 1988).   
Belonging.  A sense of belonging is just as important for proper development as 
academic achievement (Anderman, 2003; Osterman, 2000; Rubin, 2012; Wormeli, 2011).  In a 
survey of 898 students given at the end of sixth grade, females again appeared to adapt more 
easily than males.  Survey results showed that females were more affiliated with a central group 
of friends and had a higher sense of school belonging (Day, Hamm, Lambert, Farmer, 2013).  A 
different survey was given to 618 students at three points in time between sixth and seventh 
grade.  Overall data showed a decline in the sense of belonging from the end of sixth grade to the 
end of seventh grade.  A limitation of this study is that the surveys were not given at the initial 
entrance of middle school to gauge their sense of belonging during the initial transitional stage 
(Anderman, 2003).  These results are not surprising because in elementary school, “The teacher 
gets to know each student and can support her in her academic work in resolving difficulties in 
social relationships” (Brown, 2014, p. 170).  Middle school teachers spend much less time with 
each student and therefore have less time to devote to getting to know the whole child on an 
individual level.  Without strong social relationships with teachers and peers, students may feel 
anxiety entering this new school setting.  Properly implemented, the data from this study and 
other could influence the field of school psychology and drive design to intervene and mediate 
the transition to middle school in order to build a sense of belonging before the actual school 
year begins.  Many of the feelings of angst about the transition to middle school could be 
resolved with the appropriate programs based on the direct feedback of these students in order to 
prepare students.    
Anxiety.  Along with feeling that they don’t belong, middle school students experience 
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an increase in anxiety (Bokhorst et al., 2008; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Grills-Taquechel, 
Norton, & Ollendick, 2010; Ollendick & Hirshfeld-Becker, 2002; Ollendick et al., 1989).  
Anxiety disorders have been found to be as high as 25% comorbid with ADHD in some reports 
(Kessler et al., 2007; Schatz & Rostain, 2006).  Youth anxiety increases risk of academic 
underachievement in youth and functional impairment to health, social relationships or work in 
adulthood (Woodward & Fergusson, 2001). The size of middle school along with the uncertainty 
of the new environment may contribute to anxiety in young adolescents (Shoffner & Williamson, 
2000).  Akos (2002) conducted a three part longitudinal study of 331 students at the beginning, 
middle and end of their first year in middle school.  Data was collected through writing samples 
and results showed that students have a vast array of worries about starting their new school such 
as fear of bullying, lack of knowledge of the school schedule and not knowing the rules and 
procedures.  This fear of being picked on was also found in interviews of 14 students, seven with 
a Learning Disability and seven without (Forgan & Vaughn, 2000).  In a longitudinal study, 
researchers evaluated levels of anxiety in sixth and then again in eighth grade and found an 
increase in anxious symptomology at the start of middle school, especially in females (Grills-
Taquechel et al., 2010).  A qualitative dissertation study by Romero (2014) reported the same 
themes of student anxiety and nervousness during the transition period.  In another qualitative 
study, Arowosafe and Irvin (1992) collected writing samples from 135 students and 41 of these 
samples made references to a sense of fear or nervousness.  In a study of 1,163 students over the 
course of two years, Rueger, Chen, Jenkins, & Choe (2014) found that symptoms of depression 
increased at the time of transition as well, and persisted longer for girls.  Girls may have been 
able to cope well with shifts in their social life but research has shown they experience more 
intense detrimental internalizing emotions as they adapt (Dabbs, 2008; Hardy et al., 2002).  Fear 
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came up during focus groups and Bsela (2008) reported that boys and girls alike feared bullying 
and threats of violence, especially those from higher grades, at the beginning of the transition to 
middle school.  Parents report to administration this same fear of violence at the middle school 
level, and if students do not feel physically or emotionally safe, little learning will occur 
(Maslow & Langfeld, 1943; West & Schwerdt, 2012). 
From the perspective of Intersectionality, prior research overlooked the interplay of social 
and cultural influences on the transition to middle school.  The issues of ADHD stacked with any 
additional shifts in the student’s world should be considered and investigated to see how best to 
intervene when at least two debilitating effects impact students’ overall experience upon entering 
middle school.   
Interventions for the Transition to Middle School 
Most transition programs support students cognitively but did not look at the social and 
cultural side of the experience.  Weldy (1990) says that, “Life is a series of transitions” (p. 60).  
The move to middle school and hormonal signs of maturation are two critical life events that 
happen simultaneously.  According to Weldy (1990), a smooth transition will occur if a school or 
program has communication, cooperation, consensus and commitment.  These steps to success 
involve everyone in the educational environment – especially those in school psychology who 
come equipped with experience and knowledge specific to learning disabilities.  The literature 
review covers interventions that address fears and programs specifically for adolescents. 
Fears.  Cauley and Jovanovich (2006) summarize the main fears that should be addressed 
in interventions for preteens when leaving elementary school as academic, procedural, and 
social.  Emotions and fears were also studied after the completion of transitional programs for 
mainstream students and suggestions were given based on these findings.  In a qualitative study 
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using 209 writing samples and three focus groups assessing a summer orientation program, 
Rappa (2012) reported students having positive emotions after finishing the program.  Male 
students expressed a fear of getting in trouble with teachers while both genders mentioned 
anxiety about bullying from older students.  Students suggested “student support groups” or a 
“big brother/ big sister” program to assist with social elements of the switch to sixth grade (p. 
118).  Roth (2004), in her evaluation of existing transitional programs, found that there was an 
overall lack of collaboration between parents, teachers and counselors (see also Brock, Jimerson 
& Hansen, 2009).  Yet, the inclusion of school psychologists in the design and implementation of 
these programs was not mentioned despite the background and expertise that they can bring to 
the discussion.  After looking at the existing transition programs around the world, Andrews and 
Bishop (2012) reported, “Comprehensive transition programs work to build on the excitement of 
transitioning to a new school while equipping students with enough good information to 
overcome any apprehension” (p. 9).  One of the pivotal practices researchers encountered was 
giving attention to “vulnerable populations” (p. 12) but did not give any suggestions for students 
with ADHD or how to do this between elementary and middle school, as it focused on high 
school and college transitions.  All of the findings for transition programs ignore the unique 
intricacies that affect students that identify with multiple marginalized groups like students with 
ADHD with other adverse conditions. 
Specific programs for adolescents.  Smith (2012) studied the effects of a free summer 
transition program on behavior, attendance, and course failures for junior high students.  
Students ate breakfast, went to three core subject classes a day and finished with lunch for two 
weeks.  Data showed no difference in the students who attended when compared with the 
students who did not.  Another program targeted at-risk students based on their levels of 
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aggression in fourth grade (Lochman & Wells, 2002).  These 672 students were randomly 
assigned to various interventions that included as little as three parent meetings before the 
transition to middle school or more extensive after school group sessions that continued from 
fifth to sixth grade.  The Coping Power Program (which had both student and parent 
components) focused on anger and self-awareness of the cues that occur before anger or 
aggression happens.  Results found a lower rate of substance abuse with children from all of the 
interventions provided when compared to control group.  Students who received multiple 
interventions were rated as being better able to control their anger by their teachers.  
The limited amount of transition programs that did address adolescents seemed to focus 
mainly on a tour of the school, use of lockers and scheduling (Roth, 2004; Taylor, 2003). In a 
content analysis of 10,000 writing responses, eighth graders gave advice mostly regarding the 
organization and procedures of their new school (Akos, 2004).  Students still wanted to know 
about routine elements and about their teachers’ personalities and expectations (see also Rappa, 
2012).  Many of the school programs exist on a voluntary basis and are not provided to every 
student.  This leaves out many kids who may need extra support but will not or cannot gain 
access to it.  Studley, Rourke, Cassano, Milks, & Zarabba (2015) suggest the following things to 
help guide students in the transition to middle school: 1) Extracurricular, practice social skills in 
smaller groups (tier 2 RTI), 2) Exposure to positive social interactions, and 3) School events 
(allow for this with adults and staff as well to increase rapport).  “Students in Tier 3 may require 
additional support before, during, and after the transition to achieve the highest level of potential. 
This includes participation in summer programming to gain extra support in this area” (p. 74).  
The literature shows many programs that assist students with the transition from middle to high 
school or from high school into the work force that did not focus on adolescents (Cauley & 
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Jovanovich, 2006; Fowler & Luna, 2009; Johnson, Simon, & Mun, 2014).  Also, none of these 
programs diversified or differentiated to meet the needs of students with special needs like 
students with ADHD.  
ADHD in Middle School 
Negative impact of ADHD.  Historically, ADHD has been found to negatively affect 
students in all aspects of their lives.  Thorley (1984) reviewed the follow-up studies done on 
children with ADHD, whom he refers to as “Hyperactives,” and found that those in late 
adolescence and early adulthood experienced difficulties in many areas of social functioning and 
personal well-being when compared to their mainstream peers.  A few years later, Lambert 
(1988) conducted a longitudinal study of 166 students with ADHD and their experiences 
throughout school with educational outcomes, conduct problems, mental health difficulties and 
substance abuse.  Students defined as Hyperactive were more likely to drop out and more often 
delinquents.  At the age of 12, there is a causal relationship between ADHD and lower reading 
achievement (Fergusson & Horwood, 1992).  Unfortunately, the symptoms of ADHD persist 
with age in the majority of those diagnosed (Barkley, Fischer, Edelbrock, & Smallish, 1990; 
Litner, 2003).  Opposing data was found in a quantitative study using parent and teacher scales 
from the SNAP-IV where results asserted that symptoms of inattention, hyperactivity, and 
impulsivity decrease with chronological age for students diagnosed with ADHD.  Though this 
data seems positive, researchers also reported that, “the transition to middle school is associated 
with an interruption of this decline in ADHD symptomology,” with and without medication use 
(Langberg et al., 2008, p. 660).  Another indicator of ADHD is difficulties with organization of 
materials and time that negatively affects school performance (Langberg, Becker, Epstein, 
Vaughn, & Girio-Herrera, 2013).  These students have been shown to decline academically with 
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any increases in class size, which figures show will occur when a student enters secondary 
school (Barkley, Fischer, Smallish, & Fletcher, 2006; DuPaul & Stoner, 2014; U.S. Department 
of Education, 2014).  Along with struggling in school, students with ADHD struggle to be 
included and maintain relationships. 
Relationships.  The significant impact of ADHD on an individual's educational 
performance, family and relationships and is now well established (Biederman et al., 1995; 
Katragadda & Schubiner, 2007; Frazier et al., 2007; Fergusson et al., 1997).  A questionnaire 
given to 1,687 students from two middle schools in Florida presented data to show that general 
education students were less likely to want to engage with peers who exhibited symptoms of 
ADHD (even if the child did not have the ADHD label) (McMahan, 2011).  Researchers later 
found that this reluctance was strongest when it came to academic activities (Ogg, McMahan, 
Dedrick, & Mendez, 2013).  They are less likely to be chosen for group work (Barkley et al., 
2006).  Students that exhibit behaviors deviating from the in-group are at risk for experiencing 
automatic stereotypes (Hinshaw & Stier, 2008).  Varma & Wierer (2013) found that both 9 to 12 
and 14 to 18 year olds with ADHD perceive that their behaviors are stigmatized by individuals 
and feel embarrassed.  The 21st century education system and workforce call for collaboration to 
succeed, and overcoming stigma and biases to engage in group work may only set them further 
behind (Newton & Newton, 2014; Putney and Broughton, 2011).  Gudjonsson, Sigurdsson, 
Eyjolfsdottir, Smari, & Young (2009) reported lower quality of life results in college students 
with ADHD based on social interactions or lack thereof.  Students with ADHD may need 
supports in place to engage with their peers at the start of middle school (Stankosky & Baldanza, 
2018).  Particularly, school psychologists can enhance their role as service providers through 
social skills assessment and training for students during the transition to middle school for 
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students who experience an intersection of marginalizing circumstances (Spence, 2003). 
Marginalized population.  Rutter (1993) described ADHD as the intersectionality and 
aggregate of adverse factors that lead to developmental delays.  A study by Biederman et al. 
(1995) supported his findings to look for risk factors in children with ADHD and found that the 
odds of being diagnosed with ADHD increased as the number of Rutter’s adversity indicators 
grew.  In another study, researchers reported from a sample of 356 children with ADHD that 
social class was significantly associated with greater hyperactive-impulsive symptom severity 
(Langley, Holmans, van den Bree, & Thapar, 2007).  The combination of more than one 
marginalized identifier, like ADHD and low SES, create challenging circumstances for students 
to have to overcome in order to succeed academically and socially.  “Different social divisions 
do not exist or operate independently in social life” (Trahan, 2010, p.2).  The unique experiences 
of individuals change based on the intersection of these attributes to form their identity (Trahan, 
2010).  Coker, et al. (2016) found an under-diagnosis and under-treatment of African-American 
and Latino children as opposed to over-diagnosis or overtreatment of white children with 
ADHD.  These are the same students who are twice as likely to dropout when compared to their 
white peers (McCall, 2003).  Students who have exposure to stressors or administration of 
glucocorticoids can alter performance on learning and memory tasks and the field of school 
psychology can address these social disparities to increase the probability of academic and social 
equality (Green & Mccormick, 2013).  One study looked at motivation at the start and end of the 
transition to middle school for at-risk teens and found that teacher support was crucial (Pitzer, et 
al., 2015).  Students who began the year with at-risk motivational profiles, but who also 
experienced high teacher support, ended the year on par with low-risk students; whereas students 
who began the year with resilient profiles but experienced low levels of teacher support ended 
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the year at-risk.  With insight from studies like these, school psychologists can support teachers 
in providing support for marginalized students like these. 
Brown (2014) tells us that students with ADHD benefit from elementary school, having 
the same teacher all day where there is structure in place.  The change in schedule and constant 
developmental shifts may call for interventions and extra support, yet the literature reveals scant 
resources or programs available.  Shah et al. (2005) advise that, “Without intervention, children 
with ADHD have been shown to become more oppositional and defiant during their middle 
childhood and may show antisocial behaviour in adolescence” (p. 131).  Social support is lacking 
in the literature as seen in the following transition programs. 
Interventions for Adolescents with ADHD 
 Attention-Deficit/Hyperactive Disorder is typically treated with behavioral strategies, 
and/or psychotropic medication (DuPaul, 2007; Brock, et al., 2009).  Though there is more 
research on the use of medication for this disorder, the focus on the review of literature here is 
the use of behavioral and academic interventions.   
Homework and extracurricular activities.  Schnoes (2002) conducted a dissertation 
study of Conjoint Behavioral Consultation and its effectiveness with middle school students who 
have ADHD and homework.  This program brought parents and teachers together in an attempt 
to support their students with homework and all four of the students experienced greater 
accuracy and productivity.  A similar homework intervention called Homework, Organization, 
and Planning Skills (HOPS) was implemented with 23 middle school students with ADHD.  Pre 
and post data from parent rating scales revealed that the binder organization intervention system 
improved homework problems, time-management and organization (Langberg et al., 2013).  
Continuing this positive data trend, Hansen (2012) applied qualitative data collection to report 
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students with ADHD in middle school who were involved in the extracurricular band program 
had positive relationships with their teachers.  A recent report done by Wilson and Kennedy 
(2013) found that bike riding within the school day had a significant correlation between exercise 
and clarity of feelings for students with ADHD.  Biking appears to improve mood yet, these 
homework and elective programs ignored the social disadvantages that students with ADHD 
experience.   
Family, organization and social skills.  Evans, Axelrod and Langberg (2004) piloted 
treatments that included educational, social skills and family interventions for youth with 
ADHD.  Taken from the Summer Treatment Program (STP), the multimodal program provided 
intensive behavioral educational interventions, meeting three times per week for over two hours 
each session.  The program lasted over three months and took place during the school year.  
Family involvement was required as was group therapy sessions.  Seven students were found to 
have a significant improvement in parent and teacher ratings scales for inattention symptoms and 
academic functioning, with little significant impact on social lives.  Familial strife often goes 
hand-in-hand with ADHD and is often mediated with behavioral parent training (Chronis, Jones, 
& Raggi, 2006).  Utilizing school psychologists may be the best, yet underutilized, route to 
leading these behavioral trainings to both teachers and parents.  Evans et al. (2005) analyzed the 
way these interventions were being evaluated using the ADHD Rating Scale and Impairment 
Rating Scale (IRS).  Teacher responses and observational data were collected on the 
effectiveness of the Challenging Horizons Program (CHP) for 25 teens with ADHD.  There was 
a lack of consistency between the two sources of data collection and researchers suggest that 
teachers will not be able to accurately respond in the fall semester, as they have not had ample 
time to get to know the students to assess the effectiveness of a particular program.   
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Another study showed less promising results with the CHP program.  13 teenage students 
with ADHD met after school three times per week.  Researchers discovered teacher and parent 
rating scales to be inconsistent and the data to be inconclusive about its effectiveness (Evans, 
Langberg, Raggi, Allen, & Buvinger, 2005).  This program continued to evolve, now including a 
consultation piece, and was tested on 79 adolescents (Evans, Serpell, Schultz, Pastor, 2007).  
Instead of meeting after school the whole year, designers truncated the program into 15 sessions 
and targeted academic skills such as note taking, assignment tracking and organization.  
Unfortunately, over the course of three years the parent and teacher ratings, as well as GPA data, 
showed no significant improvements in academic or social skills for these students with ADHD.  
A limitation of this study was the variation in teacher ratings as each middle school student had 
multiple teachers.  A more reliable source for information about adolescents may be through 
their own words.  Interventions are attempted to support middle school students and students 
with ADHD during this change but the literature shows they are only based on notions of the 
adults involved.  Another study that involved parents and took place after school found that the 
Family-School Success program was effective for family-school relationships, homework help 
and parent behavior (Power et al., 2012).  One program utilized school psychology graduate 
students to intervene and provide a ten week social skills training for students with ADHD had 
successful results but targeted elementary students rather than students’ entering middle school 
(Sheridan, Dee, Morgan, McCormick, & Walker, 1996).  There is a limited amount of treatments 
based on the words and thoughts of the students themselves that would receive the intervention.  
Interventions to aid students with ADHD at the middle school level have been inconclusive 
overall.  There have been no reported programs to specifically aid students with ADHD in the 
transitional period from elementary to middle school.  There are no interventions that address the 
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social stigma and inequalities that students with ADHD experience at the transition to middle 
school.  School psychologists could benefit from further research to promote the fact that, 
“Students in Tier 3 may require additional support before, during, and after the transition to 
achieve the highest level of potential” (Studley et al., 2015).  There has also not been any 
research on the way these students perceive the transition so that a successful program is 
designed to improve their social and academic experiences.  Harter (2012) defined self-
perceptions as “attributes or characteristics of the self that are consciously acknowledged by the 
individual through language,” (p. 19) and the current research study gave a platform for students 
to share these words.  The fears and concerns that are expressed by mainstream peers may not be 
the same as students with ADHD who have other barriers to overcome based on their unique 
symptomology and the intersection of other adverse circumstances.  The existing interventions 
do not address issues in the social sphere for these students and in this way the interventions do 
not fit the problem and lack student perceptions of their experience. 
Intersectionality 
Intersectionality began as a means to address the limited singular view of researching 
gender alone for black women in America (Crenshaw, 1989; Crenshaw, 1991).  Feminism had 
addressed multiple disadvantages in women previously, but the term was coined by legal scholar, 
Kimberlé Crenshaw (Crenshaw, 1989; Combahee River Collective, 1977; Guy-Sheftall, 2013).  
It states that individuals do not experience separate disadvantages, but they have a “complex 
multiplicity” based on the junction of the social categories or they are placed into (Erevelles & 
Minear, 2010, p. 129).  It is a framework that simultaneously studies the meaning and 
consequences of multiple classifications of difference, identity and disadvantage (Cole, 2009).  
Most studies that apply Intersectionality as their theoretical framework use it to address the 
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convergence of oppression in race, gender and class (Dill & Zambrana, 2009; Shields, 2008).  It 
has expanded to include many more inequalities, especially disabilities (Carbado, 2013) 
“Clearly, in our educational institutions there are millions of students of color, mostly 
economically disadvantaged and disabled, for whom spirit murder is the most significant 
experience in their educational lives” (Erevelles & Minear, 2011, p. 143).  Not only does 
research show students with ADHD experience upfront bias or prejudice from both teachers and 
peers, hidden or institutionalized oppression or “matrix of domination” (Collins, 2002, p. 228) 
occurs when they are not given educational accommodations to have opportunities equal to their 
mainstream peers.  When peers avoid working with and teachers tend to feel frustration towards 
students who portray ADHD behaviors, these students are then in an atmosphere of bias, which 
adds another layer of struggles for them to overcome in the academic setting.  The stigma from 
both teachers and peers around students with ADHD ultimately limits their access to an equal 
educational experience.  Intersectionality has been used in stigma research to reveal hidden 
complexes of discrimination and the words of these at-risk students adds to the literature on this 
(Cole, 2009; McDermott, Roen, & Scourfield, 2008).  In a study that used Intersectionality as a 
theoretical framework to study the experience of the impoverished, authors reported that though 
their disadvantages were the same, their perception of financial priorities differed in that some 
cared for material needs while others were more concerned about their social stigma (Saatcioglu 
& Corus, 2014).  This is a prime example of how research with the lens of Intersectionality can 
shed light on the commonalities experienced at the crux of multiple inequalities but also reveal 
the intricacies of individual’s struggles.  
Many researchers have studied the effects of comorbidity and ADHD and this study 
hopes to add to the literature on how the experience of the transition to middle school and other 
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inequalities converge with ADHD (Molina & Pelham, 2014; Wilens & Morrison, 2011; 
Soleimani, Burdick, Goldberg, & Simon, 2013).  Pal (2011) tells us that disability is one of the 
social constructs that is often overlooked when using Intersectionality and this is detrimental to 
their social lives.  “Many interventions and policies fail to capture the interactive effects of 
stigmas related to race, gender, sexuality, class, and disability, which marginalizes the needs of 
those who are… affected by them” (Crenshaw & Harris, 2009, par 26).  There is a lack of 
research dedicated to the social, emotional and academic support for students with ADHD when 
transitioning to middle school and this study will address this concern with Intersectionality as 
the conceptual framework.   
Summary 
 The majority of research presents that there are physiological, academic and 
institutionalized changes from elementary school to middle school, but ignore social inequalities 
and how to help students overcome them.  As puberty begins, students change environments and 
show a decline in achievement scores.  At the same time, relationships among students and 
teachers change.  Self-concepts begin to deteriorate and peer-to-peer relationships shift.  The 
sense of belonging declines while anxiety and depression levels rise.  Students with disabilities 
and outside stressors bring more challenges to the table and should be given a voice as it pertains 
to their personal experiences.  Programs created to help make smooth transitions for students 
called for cooperation and collaboration among all involved, but ignored the vital role of the 
school psychologist.  Summer orientation programs consisted mostly of school tours and the 
rules of the school and used mostly a one-size-fits-all format.  The literature on the transition to 
middle school overlooks the intersections of social and cultural issues or other extenuating 
factors colliding with ADHD.   
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Chapter 3  
Methodology  
 
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the methodology of this qualitative research 
investigation about the perception of the transition to middle school from the point of view of 
students with ADHD.  In order to erase as much bias as possible and report the most accurate 
information, research must consider multiple perspectives.  Yet, the majority of current research 
on the transition to middle school or students with ADHD has relied primarily on caregiver 
reports and little research has reported the point of view of the student.  “So often, students are 
omitted in the quest for new innovations and plans for transforming schools – and motivated and 
engaged students are central to lasting school improvement” (Hattie, 2009, p. 159; see also 
Pekrul & Levin, 2007).  The school psychologist should seek to create a whole child description 
of a student and could benefit from applying this data to assessments and intervention strategies 
(García & Weiss, 2016).   
Research Question 
The overarching question of this study was: In what ways do the intersections of external 
stressors and ADHD influence students’ overall experience of the transition to middle school?  
Qualitative Research 
 When considering the gaps in knowledge and resources for students with ADHD with 
adverse circumstances, especially during the transition to middle school, an intersectional lens 
can be particularly valuable in furthering the research on programs to assist during this 
vulnerable time.  “Instead of using random sampling as is the goal in quantitative research, 
qualitative research employs purposive or theoretical sampling, meaning the researcher 
intentionally selects participants who can contribute an in-depth, information-rich understanding 
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of the phenomenon under investigation” (Klenke, Martin, & Wallace, 2016, p. 16).  If 
researchers can help extract and present the essence of this experience of this specific group of 
students as they transition to middle school, it could enlighten school psychologists in 
influencing a more targeted design for transition and orientation programs.     
Phenomenology.  Phenomenology was the most suitable tradition for this study as this 
mode of research focuses on the individual lived experiences (Abawi, 2012; Creswell, 2007; 
Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  The essence of their experience will be a description of the various 
paths that intersect and engage each other to impact the transition to middle school (Jensen & 
Elg, 2012).  For Husserl, phenomenology was to be grounded in the subjectivity of experience, 
in conscious awareness where real truth is found (Davidson, 2004).  Husserl believed in simply 
explicating meanings and it has been phenomenology’s great task, and its great impact, to 
express the “obvious” (Behnke, n.d.).  To gain the essence, the researcher must respect the words 
and thoughts of the participant by giving them equal value and weight of truth. 
According to Husserl, each and every experiential flow is to be respected as precisely 
what it is in the way that it appears in consciousness… By invoking the epoché —
arguably that element of phenomenological method which makes it most unique—we 
have suspended our concern with the reality status of the objects of experience in order 
precisely to explore and understand the experiences in their own terms. (Davidson, 2004, 
p. 154) 
The world in which we actually exist is a group of intersecting and overlapping worlds that start 
from the most personal and move outward to other world’s impersonal and foreign worlds 
(Moran, 2005).  This experience or life-world is, “the only real world, the one that is actually 
given through perception” (Zelić, 2008, p. 414).  This study will use the words of students with 
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ADHD at the cross roads of challenging circumstances and the time of transition to middle 
school to describe their lived experiences in hopes of enlightening those who are vested in the 
success of students.  Though, “no two… are exactly the same …We are able to make and share 
truthful judgments… in different moments and places” (Zhok, 2011, p. 100).   
Transcendental or descriptive phenomenology will allow the researcher to thickly 
describe this moment in time as the students discuss an experience they are currently in 
(Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994).  Neuroscience supports that what we pay attention to creates 
a memory, which in turn creates neuropathways that we rely on to anticipate the future (Baars, 
2005; Cowan, 1995; Walheim & Zachs, 2019).  Using a phenomenological approach, the 
researcher prioritized the lived experiences of an underrepresented population by tapping into 
their recent memories of the last year of elementary school and their beginning perceptions of 
Middle School.   
Semi-structured interviews.  The use of interviews has been successful with teens in the 
past (Barbour & Kitzinger, 1999).  The researcher took an epistemological and ontological 
position because it is, “a legitimate or meaningful way to generate data… to talk interactively 
with people, to ask them questions, to listen to them, to gain access to their accounts and 
articulations” (Mason, 2002, p. 63-64).  Semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to 
enquire and uncover ideas using open-ended questions that a typical survey might overlook 
(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006).  “At the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in 
understanding the experience of other people and the meaning they make of the experience” 
(Seidman, 1998, p. 3).  Interviews permitted freedom for the participant to change direction, 
unlike “quantitative research [where] the operational definitions of constructs are determined by 
researchers, frequently with Likert ratings that are readily quantifiable, and thereby researchers 
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control the range of responses from participants” (Nelson & Quintana, 2005, p. 345).  Questions 
were phrased by asking about sensory experiences to gain insight into textural experiences 
(Moustakas, 1994).  Questions were adjusted depending on what stage of this transitional phase 
they were currently in and they were presented in chronological order to help the child gain 
access to memories and describe (Appendix A).  There were no specific questions addressing the 
inequalities of ADHD or specifically addressing any outside adverse circumstances they may 
have experienced as the goal was to attain the essence of their transitional experience.  For the 
purposes of this study, the transitional phase encompassed the last year of elementary school, the 
summer before middle school and the first year of middle school.  “There are two main social 
science approaches to the study of pupils and students. One, like the educational institutions 
themselves, measures and classifies, the other sets out to understand what education looks like to 
those who are “‘beneficiaries’ of it” (Delamont, 2014, p. 110).  The parent in attendance the day 
of the interview was asked to expand on the topic of the transition to middle school to allow the 
student a second chance to develop their thoughts and add to or comment on what they heard.  
Data from the parent was not actually analyzed as it was only a tool to help bring out more of the 
lived experience from the students’ mouths. Total interview time came to 9 hours and 37 minutes 
from the six participants and their parents, averaging 90 minutes per interview. 
Bracket bias.  In order to bracket or set aside any prior biases the researcher has from 
personal and professional experience, the researcher had to clearly define these and lay them 
aside before beginning data analysis (Creswell, 2007; Moustakas, 1994). The experiences of the 
researcher are of a prior middle school teacher of nine years who transitioned into school 
psychology work.  As a 35 year old white female who holds a master’s of education degree in 
curriculum and instruction from UNLV and a current doctoral candidate in the educational 
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psychology field from UNLV, the researcher gained the following beliefs. The transition to 
middle school is a change that has so many components to it that it may be difficult for students, 
especially those who experience learning difficulties like those with ADHD.  Working in an 
inner city school allowed for the researcher to believe that the addition of other external stressors 
and disadvantages negatively impacts this transition exponentially.  In regards to axiology, the 
values of the researcher were bracketed as assumptions and biases in order to better understand 
the experiences of the participants (Klenke et al., 2016). 
Additional documents.  The parent completed two medical and family history packets 
along with the SNAP-IV ADHD rating scale (Appendices B & C).  These documents provided 
information on the third qualifying trait of an additional adverse situation the student was 
experiencing at the same time of the transition to middle school.  Each student had been 
identified with ADHD by a physician or qualified under school identification as having issues 
with attention that negatively impact their learning (in the form of an Individualized Education 
Plan or 504 plan).  The SNAP-IV provided additional proof that the student qualified as having 
ADHD. 
Site 
Participants volunteered to participate in interviews at the UNLV Partnership for 
Research, Assessment, Counseling, Therapy and Innovative Clinical Education (PRACTICE) 
clinic.  Other out-of-state participants selected a location that was private and away from outside 
distractions (i.e. public library private room).  The parent would work on documents in a waiting 
area after signing the Informed Consent and the student read and signed their own Child Assent 
form (Appendices D & E).   
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Sample 
The researcher sought between five and ten participants and received six volunteers (not 
including their parents) based on recommendations for phenomenological studies (Creswell, 
2007; Morse, 1994).  Recruitment began with posters and offered a $25 gift certificate upon 
arrival to interview, even if the student opted to not participate (Appendix F).  Snowball 
sampling was used by sending out an email to professors, graduate students, and members of 
community who may be able to connect the researcher to potential participants (Jary & Jary, 
1995) (Appendix G).  The criteria to participate in the interviews was specific to only students 
with ADHD from difficult backgrounds or recent detrimental circumstances and were within the 
transition phase to middle school and therefore this method of recruitment was ideal (Marshall & 
Rossman, 2011).  The six interviews began June 2018 and were completed October 2018. 
The final six participants were between the ages of eleven and thirteen, one female and 
five males.  Participants ranged from those awaiting the start of middle school (one), those who 
had just begun middle school (three) and those who had just completed their first year of middle 
school (three).  Participants were gathered from three areas in southern California and Las 
Vegas, Nevada.  All participants attended public district or charter schools.  The final 
extenuating factors of these students that qualified them as at-risk are listed in Table 1, bolded 
text.  
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Table 1 
Participant Demographics 
 
Participant-
Stage in 
transition to 
MS 
M/F 
(Age) 
Ethnicit
y/EL(Y/
N) 
SES ($-
25-
+150,00
0) 
Before 
/after 
Transiti
on 
Stressor IEP 
or 
504 
SNAP-IV 
scores: 
Inattentive/Hyp
eractive/Combi
ned 
Diagnosis/Who/ 
When/Meds (Y/N) 
Galvin-
Completed 
YR 1 MS 
   
 
 
M (12) 
 
White/
N 
 
+100 
 
After 
 
Moved 
Sibling w/ 
disorder/ 
hospitalize
d 
504 I- 2.4/H- 1.5/ C- 
2 
Combined/ Psych/ 
2012/Y 
Cesar-
Completed 
YR 1 MS   
 
 
M 
(13) 
Hispanic
/Y 
 
$50-74 
 
After 
 
Sibling w/ 
Disorder  
IEP I- 2.8/H- 2.2/C- 
2.5 
Combined/Psych/ 
2017/Y 
Chase-
Completed 
ES 
 
 
M 
(11) 
 
White/N 
 
$100 
 
Before 
 
Anxiety 
and SLD/ 
7 schools 
in 5 yrs./ 
moved 
IEP I- 3, H- 2.9/C- 
2.9 
Combined/Doctor/ 
2014/Y 
Roberta-
Started YR 
1 MS 
 
F (11) 
 
 
Hispanic
/ Y 
 
 
-$25 
 
 
After 
 
Low SES IEP I- 1.3 H- 0.8/C- 
1.05 
Hyperactive/Doctor/
2011/Y 
Joshua-
Started YR 
1 MS 
 
Gio-Started 
YR 1 MS 
M 
(11) 
 
 
M 
(11) 
White/N 
 
 
Hispanic
/Y 
$75-99 
 
 
 
-$25 
After        
 
 
 
After 
Moved            
 
 
 
Low SES 
504 
 
 
 
504 
I- 2.1/H- 1/ C- 
1.5 
 
 
I- 2/H- 2/C- 2 
Inattentive/ Psych/ 
2014/Y 
 
 
None 
Note. SNAP-V score interpretations: anything above 1.78, 1.44 and 1.67 are significant. Before or After Transition 
represents where they fall in the transition to middle school period: before middle school or after middle school 
began. Bolded print represent the layers of disadvantages or setbacks students experienced during the transition to 
middle school. 
 
Materials 
Posters and emails were sent to recruit participants (Appendices F & G).  Demographic 
data was collected from caregiver completion medical and family history forms (Appendix B).  
$25 gift cards were provided to all participants in the interviews, even if they decided to stop the 
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interview at any time.  A Parent Informed Consent made them aware of information needed, 
potential risks and confidentiality procedures (Appendix D) and a Child Assent form (Appendix 
E) allowed the student to decide if they would like to participate.  The parent filled out an ADHD 
screener called the SNAP-IV to provide additional evidence for existing ADHD diagnosis 
(Appendix C).  A semi-structured interview protocol was used and varied depending on what 
stage of the transition the student was in (Appendix A).  This protocol was also used and 
adjusted to provide focus for the follow-up interviews with the parent that arrived with the 
student.  Researcher used two password protected audio recording devices.  Any recordings and 
documents will be destroyed within three years from the beginning of the study.   
Data Collection 
Data collection involved one-on-one interviews with the student first and then included 
the parent.  The parent filled out the SNAP-IV Inventory and two medical history forms while 
the student was being interviewed (Appendices C and B).  It was important to the researcher to 
communicate that the interview was to gain the perspective of the student and though the parent 
may have insight, the purpose of this study was to hear from the student’s point of view.  The 
semi-structured interviews averaged 90 minutes in consideration of their time and student’s 
attention and engagement level (Appendix A).  Following the student interview, the parent 
joined the student and responded to similar questions while the researcher observed student 
reactions and additional responses.  The student was encouraged to add to the conversation with 
the parent.  The interviews were transcribed by the researcher verbatim.  After, transcriptions 
were member checked by the students and parents themselves to verify credibility of the 
description of their experience (Creswell, 2007), data analysis began.  
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Data Analysis  
Data analysis involved open coding, looking for themes and describing the essence of the 
experience (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  Moustakas (1994) suggested that meaning is the 
synthesis of experience and perception and the researcher retained the value of their words by 
using exact quotes.  “Textural descriptions retain the living sense of feelings and illuminate the 
experience” (Moustakas, 1988, p. 39).  These quotes were categorized into meaningful units to 
identify clusters of meaning and to describe the crux of their experiences (Moustakas, 1994).  
The researcher had to suspend all judgment and bracket any pre-existing ideas they may have 
had before, during and after data analysis (Balaban, 2002; Husserl, 1970).  Interviews were 
analyzed individually and as a whole to determine common themes in order to horizonalize: 
Each horizon as it comes into our conscious experience is the grounding or 
condition of the phenomenon that gives it a distinctive character. We consider 
each of the horizons and the textural qualities that enable us to understand an 
experience. When we horizonalize, each phenomenon has equal value as we seek 
to disclose its nature and essence. (Moustakas, 1994, p. 95) 
The researcher applied the cut and paste and Key Words in Context (KWIK) method 
during analysis and constant comparison allowed for the organization of structural and 
textural themes (Boeije, 2002; Ryan & Bernard, 2003).  These themes were then used to 
describe the general experience or essence of the transition to middle school for the 
participating students. 
Trustworthiness/Confidentiality 
Trustworthiness involved triangulation by allowing participants to review transcriptions 
before analysis (Fossey, Harvey, McDermott, & Davidson, 2002; Mason, 2002).  All identifying 
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information was removed during transcription.  The researcher approached data analysis with 
active reflexivity and authenticity by recognizing the values and beliefs of others, staying open 
and monitoring one’s role as a professional (Chirban, 1996; Mason, 2002).  The use of open 
coding and applying epoché ensured that researcher analyzed data without preconceived notions 
and reported data in its truest possible form (Husserl, 1970; Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  The 
Composite Textural Description was developed from the total group of six individuals’ textural 
descriptions (Moustakas, 1988). The invariant meanings and themes of each were studied in 
order to portray the experience as a whole.  Although there did not appear to be any information 
that was shared to cause the participant to be in a vulnerable situation, the researcher took 
precautions to guard the privacy and rights of the participants.   
The following chapters will reveal the results of this phenomenology study, a discussion 
of these findings and conclusions about the lived experiences of students with ADHD, 
specifically held at the transition to middle school. 
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Chapter 4  
Results 
 In this chapter, the researcher presents themes from the three phases in the 
transition to middle school: elementary school, orientation and beginning of middle 
school (Table 2).  In addition, there were five structural codes that addressed the essence 
of the entire transition period: teachers, friends, preferred activities, motivation and self-
awareness (Table 3) (Appendix H).  
Table 2 
 
Events during Transition to Middle School 
Structural Codes 
 
Textural Codes 
End of Elementary School 
 
Bullying 
Behavior concerns 
Orientation Feelings about Middle School 
Relationship Building 
Tour/Student-Led 
Beginning of Middle School Size  
Novelty 
Separation of grades 
Schedule 
Table 3 
 
General Transition to Middle School 
Structural Codes 
 
Textural Codes 
Teachers 
 
 
Rapport 
Disposition 
Credibility  
Friends 
 
Coping 
Stressor 
Preferred Activities 
 
Sports/Active 
Free choice 
Interactive/Real life 
Technology 
Motivation Family 
Extrinsic          
Self-Awareness Growth vs. Fixed Mindset 
Internal vs. External Locus of control 
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Events during Transition to Middle School 
End of Elementary School 
 Each participant began the interview providing descriptions of their experience in the last 
year of elementary school.  Any descriptions pertaining to this specific time period were then 
synthesized for textural codes to provide a snapshot of this portion of the transition into middle 
school.  The bulk of their responses pertained to bullying and behavior concerns.   
Bullying.  Of the six participants, two participants reported experiencing bullying in their 
last year in elementary school.  The description of bullying spanned from name calling to 
physical violence.  Gio noticed students talking in a detrimental way about another student when 
they were not around and responded that, “I didn’t really want to cry ‘cause mostly when Lily 
cried, most people were bullying her and I didn’t want that experience.”  For Gio, these 
experiences were not just vicarious ones.  Gio’s mother mentioned that a peer had discovered 
students were talking negatively to others about her son and his backpack had been cut.  Gio 
stated, “To me when she brings it up it makes me feel a little mad... Right now I feel a little bit 
emotional… I might cry about it.”  He reported being pushed, kicked and having a ball thrown at 
him.  By the end of elementary school he said, “I’m like, ‘Yes!’... The last day of school I didn’t 
feel like I could handle anymore bullying.”  Chase also reflected on how he did not think he 
could endure much more tormenting when he cried and said, “It’s just that through fourth and 
fifth grade, people would name call me, bully me for two years straight.” 
 These bullying experiences impacted their perceptions and feelings about middle school.  
Chase assumed he would have moments of running into these same students.  His worry was 
mixed with hope when he stated, “I don’t have to be with them.  I am worried I’ll be with them, 
but hopefully I’m not with them.”  Although he thought, “They’re all going to show up here,” he 
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also noted a benefit of changing to a middle school schedule: “I don’t have to be with the same 
students so in case anyone that I got bullied with in the last two years was in there, I don’t have 
to be by them all day.”  He processed the fact that many elementary schools feed into one middle 
school in a pyramid transition format when he said, “Oh yeah, they’re all gonna end up here 
because five different schools, five different schools go into this middle school.”  As he 
continued to talk about his future in middle school, he decided, “Yay, I’m finally gonna go to 
sixth grade… This craziness of the bullying will be over.”  Similarly, Gio shared a mix of worry 
and hope when he assumed bullying would continue in middle school but being relieved that it 
did not.  He was able to find strength from these experiences: “On that first day of middle school, 
I’m like, ‘I feel like I’m ready for this, I’ve been through a lot of stuff in elementary and I feel 
like that this year will be much better.’”  He goes so far as to say, “It will be a whole new way, 
like a whole new start for your school year and your life.”  Yet, the researcher noted that both 
students did not feel closure with bullying if they were to be in close proximity with their bullies: 
“Good thing she’s not in my middle school.”  Though only two of the six reported being bullied 
during elementary school, the impact was detrimental to their experience at the end of 
elementary school yet led to an anticipation and excitement for a fresh start in middle school.  
Also, of note, no student or parent mentioned bullying happening in middle school.  There was 
one other concern pertaining to the end of elementary school: behaviors. 
Behavior concerns.  In addition to bullying during elementary school, half of the 
students reported having problem behaviors in elementary school.  Galvin’s reflected back and 
said, “I was really hyperactive and I guess crazy…I didn't really fit in I guess in elementary 
school.  I was pretty weird I guess.”  When asked about what a bad day in elementary school 
looked like, he stated, “I just remember them as being a lot… I would interrupt a lot.”  He 
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explained that his teachers from fifth grade would have said “that I should pay attention more in 
class. To not shout out.”    
Cesar stated he hated his elementary school and compared his past experience to his new 
middle school where he “barely got in trouble.”  In elementary school, he said, “I always got in 
trouble.”  He remembers playing around during class: “She didn’t really know because we were 
in the back of the library… Me and my friends are like laughing…The whole entire class are like 
talking and playing.”  When asked about his hardest subject, math, he stated, “I didn’t really pay 
attention to that.  I did not like elementary school.”  These problem behaviors were portrayed as 
a school system issue and impacted all aspects of his elementary school experience: “I didn’t like 
the principal, I didn’t like the school, I didn’t like the teachers.”  These negative feelings about 
his behavior and elementary school caused him to look forward to middle school: “I just wanted 
to go to middle school already.”    
Chase described his worst day in fifth grade when his science teacher was going to give 
him a “citation,” a demerit system for behavior, and felt he was not heard and was 
misunderstood: 
I’m telling her that people are threatening me, I dunno, I think I was just doing 
something.  I was just hanging out around um talking during the newspaper… and then 
she was threatening, she just said my name and said ‘Chase, please stop talking’ then 
someone talked to me again and I asked them to stop, then she’s like, ‘Do it one more 
time and [you’re] getting a citation’. 
He expressed frustration when “we would lose our instructional break” for not doing what they 
were told “80% of the year.”  When they did earn this break, he described the atmosphere as, 
“we don’t know what’s going on and everyone loses their mind. The teachers get angry.”  He 
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also noted being disorganized, especially in science class, by saying, “I always lose it 
[newspaper assignment] every week,” and the hardest thing about elementary school for him was 
“not losing things.”  His behaviors and the reactions to them in science class led him to say that 
“science” would be the one thing he would change about elementary school.  Overall, these 
students mentioned behavior concerns with themselves during elementary school. 
Orientation 
 Each student participated in at least one orientation program to prepare them for the 
transition to middle school.  These programs ranged from field trips with their elementary 
school, half day tours at their new middle school campus, paid programs and a free weeklong 
program at a local university.  In regards to their orientation, students discussed their feelings 
about middle school before starting, relationship building, and middle school student-led 
activities and tours  
Feelings about middle school.  Students shared their feelings, thoughts and expectations 
about middle school before attending, which impacted their overall transitional experience.  
Galvin attended an orientation as a field trip with his elementary school and later discovered he 
would not be attending that school or be with those same peers.  Galvin expressed fears about 
entering a new middle school after having to move to a new neighborhood: “I only remember I 
wasn’t going to be with any people I knew because I was gonna meet all new people because we 
were moving to a whole completely different area.”  The intersection of transitioning to middle 
school and moving to a new neighborhood just before starting created a unique and difficult 
situation for Galvin: “It kinda intensified the fear of what I was thinking what sixth grade is 
going to be like.”  When asked further about his distress he summarized it by saying, “I didn’t 
really know anyone, I was afraid, yeah...I was kinda spooked about how middle school was 
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going to be.”  Orientation itself brought on feelings of anxiety.  “Yeah I was just kinda agitated I 
guess. I didn't really wanna do it... yeah I was kinda hesitant.”  He felt “awkward” and when 
asked what he meant by that, he responded, “It was just like you were not used to it.”  Galvin 
reported meeting a few teachers at his orientation while Chase did not: “I’ve never met these 
teachers before in my life, what if they are mean, nice, what if they’re in the middle?” 
Cesar expressed similar thoughts about the unknowns of middle school during orientation 
and before middle school began: “I was kinda nervous because I didn’t know what to expect.”  
Chase echoed his thoughts with questions even after attending his orientation program, “What do 
I do?  What’s going on?  Mama Mia.”  He could not remember details of the orientation program 
he already attended at this point in the summer before entering middle school: “It shows you 
where all your classes are, and you getta meet the teachers.  Wait- that is open house.”  When 
asked for more detail he responded, “All they told me was my homeroom teacher, that’s all they 
told me… I forgot the whole thing.”  Orientation did not alleviate fears as he said, “I’m excited 
but I’m just scared.”  Chase directed his mental energy to figuring out logistics like 
transportation and waking up for school on time.  “I’m actually kinda scared ‘cause I have to get 
there on time.”  He appeared flustered when he described how he did not qualify for free bus 
transportation.  His concerns about how he would actually get to school continued as he stated: 
Yeah that kid Chris, he goes to the middle school, so he walked and a car run a red light 
and he hit him and he broke his leg…broken.  He got hit by a car.  I’m terrified to death, 
like if a car breaks down, I probably have to walk, or Uber, they might call an Uber… 
‘cause my dad needs a car.  
He was interested in getting involved in clubs after orientation, but unfortunately he admitted, “I 
lost the club list so I don’t know what to do.”   
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Roberta went to the required, free, weeklong orientation program on a college campus the 
week before middle school began but ended up getting transferred to another school within her 
charter system two weeks into middle school.  The details about “where do they drop us off, tell 
us the rules, tell us what we need” did not necessarily apply to the school she ended up in.  She 
had heard and was “scared” that her new school was a former “haunted…mental hospital.”  
Further rumors were not dispelled in her orientation program as she had heard “teachers were 
mean… and yell.”  Gio also attended the same orientation program and practiced positive self- 
talk after when he arrived on the first day: “Well in my mind I was like, ‘Ugh, I don’t think they 
will like me,’ but once I said it to myself quietly that they will like me for who I am and how I 
treat them and then I changed my thoughts.”   
 On the other hand, Joshua and Galvin were concerned about knowing people upon arrival 
to both orientation and their first day of middle school.  Galvin remembers, “a lot of sixth 
graders but overall you really only knew a fourth of them [students]” and addressed why this 
happens during a pyramid transition.  “The other fourth [of the students], if you didn't go to the 
same school as them, you really didn’t know them.”  Social anxiety seemed to surface when he 
said, “I just don’t like being around a lot of people I guess.”  Despite having his older sister with 
him, Joshua described what he imagined orientation to be like and his concerns: “[I was] scared 
‘cause like I didn’t know if I would find any of my friends. I would just be walking around with 
like no one.”  He continued to say he was “scared” by the time the first day of school came 
around.  General feelings and expectations of middle school tended to present as a fear of 
unknowns (both with logistics and new people) and figuring out last minute details. 
Relationship building.  Students spoke at great length about building initial teacher and 
peer relationships throughout orientation and leading into the first day.  Cesar was dropped off at 
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orientation and chose to go with his “friends… and played around there.”  Joshua also arrived 
without his mom and the first thing he did was find former friends where he “talked to them.”  
The very next thing he noticed was the principal who he had known for three years and 
appreciated that, “he memorized everybody's’ names.”  Just like Cesar and Joshua, Galvin did 
not experience relationship building activities at orientation but did find one person he knew 
after moving to a new neighborhood. 
 On the other hand, Roberta and Gio experienced relationship building activities at their 
weeklong orientation program.  They both went into great detail about how they got to know 
their new classmates and teachers.  Roberta explained in detail the name game they played 
months before the interview and even remembered exactly what some of her peers said during 
that game.  Gio described activities from this orientation camp experience as “fun because we 
got to learn each other’s names… [the] cool stuff” instead of learning content with his teachers.  
He provided a thick description of one game where he connected with others and shared: “M 
name is Gio, my favorite color is black, purple, red, orange, um and that the thing that I like is 
magic because when I was little I was able to do it.”  Despite later having his schedule changed, 
he continued to sit with a student from his original cohort at lunch that he connected with from 
his initial orientation week.  At his school, these relational activities continued into the first week 
of school and he relayed getting-to-know you games in detail to the researcher. 
Only two of the six students reported having structured activities to help them connect 
socially during orientation.  It is clear from the two that experienced them, they were appreciated 
and those who did not experienced social anxiety upon arrival to middle school.  
Tour/student-led.  Students often described the location and physical surroundings of 
schools and all mentioned and appreciated the tour given during orientation.  Student-led 
  
52 
 
activities, though limited in detail, were mentioned by students and seemed to be beneficial. 
 The first thing Cesar thought to do when he arrived at orientation was a map of his 
surroundings: “Me and my friends, we went and we explored the whole entire school… basically 
just explored the whole entire school.”  He was satisfied with the tour and informational paper he 
received and did not suggest any changes to his half-day program.  Galvin also described 
paperwork when he said, “They gave you a little paper with your guide and stuff and you gotta 
try out our lockers and we went to each classroom.”  Both Chase and Galvin noted that lockers 
were new for them and when Galvin’s mom attempted to teach him how to use the locker, he 
said he was “agitated.”  He attended two different orientations because of switching 
neighborhood schools and reported a tour at each of them. 
 Gio and Roberta both received their tours from counselors after they had switched 
schools or groups (cohorts) as requested by their mothers.  Roberta enjoyed the one-on-one 
attention when she stated, “It’s ‘cause we had that meeting with the counselors and then they 
walked us around that school… I got the special treatment.”  She continued, “They gave us a slip 
so our parents could know where our teachers are and what classrooms they are in.”  Even 
though Gio had a schedule change later on, “They told us where to line up and who we were 
going to be with in class.”  Despite this tour, Gio did not seem to have had enough experience 
with the campus when he arrived for the first day of school: “I didn’t really know where to go 
when I got dropped off so I just sat down in between both high schools... I was mostly by myself 
because I didn’t know anybody.”  Situating himself physically on a middle school campus that 
was connected to two high schools was a focus of his attention:  
What I noticed is, was that I saw a high school.  I’m like, ‘Why is there a high school 
here?...Why is there a [second] high school here?’...I think there was a high school 
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because they didn’t really know where else to put it. 
He described a mental map of the three connected campuses: 
There’s the middle school and then through the first double doors where we have to stay 
over there in front.  We have to walk more that way and then there’s [the first high 
school] here and then [the second high school] over there. 
The location of the bike racks also became important for Gio:  
When it’s about time to go, then I could just unchain my bike from the bike rail because 
there’s three of them.  One in front of, two right there, one in front of the middle 
school… and then one in front of the side of the high school and then there’s also one on 
the side of [the second high school] in front of it. 
Roberta and Gio spent most of their time preparing for middle school on a separate college 
campus.  During the single day orientation on her campus, Roberta noted some missing 
information: “We walked around the school, but only in our classes.”  She also was excited to 
share exact directions of how to get around her campus during the interview. 
Even though he had attended the school for a year, Galvin was not as able to describe his 
middle school campus in the same way he was his elementary school: “Elementary school 
campus was pretty much just a big rectangle but the middle school was kinda like, it’s I dunno, 
it’s pretty strange…It’s just like, it doesn’t, you can’t really define a shape to it I guess.” 
Joshua received a tour from eighth graders and Galvin was led by student council 
members.  Gio remembered that not just sixth graders, but all students and staff were at the 
orientation.  Chase was very pleased with current middle school students speaking during 
orientation: “‘Cause some kids might not like it but actually kids came from it said, ‘I love this, 
this is amazing’…some kids talked about their electives…activity, how they did, stuff they 
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regretted about doing.”  He later stated, “I want it [middle school] to start sooner, I’m really 
excited.” 
The orientation or preparation for middle school brought out many feelings and 
expectations for middle school.  The relationship building activities, though limited, appeared to 
be appreciated, and the tours and inclusion of student leaders seemed to benefit student 
participants. 
Beginning of Middle School 
 Textural themes that emerged at the start of middle school were size of school, the notion 
of novelty, the separation of grades and the middle school schedule. 
Size.  The large size and population of middle school was referred to by all of the 
participants.  Two participants did not appear to gain any benefits from attending the same 
school as an older sibling due to the size of the school.  Galvin said, “There was a lot of students 
in each group, ‘cause each teacher had about 150 kids and then there were a lot of teachers also.”  
Each grade had to have their own lunch and his started “at ten o’clock so it was hard to get used 
to at first” because he was so hungry by the end of the day.  Joshua also explained, “Well, they 
split up the lunches then so I don’t see her [sister] at lunch.”   
 At lunch his first day, Joshua felt overwhelmed with the size of the new campus: “I kinda 
just sat down and um there were kids everywhere like kids didn’t know where to sit.”  When he 
ran into people he knew he said, “’Oh my god!  This is crazy, there’s so many people.’… We all 
started talking about how it was so insane. There was so many people.”  Joshua stated that if he 
could change one thing about middle school it would be “having not as many people...because 
like in passing period and at lunch it’s really, really loud so it’s kind of annoying if I’m eating 
lunch and I want to talk to my friends, you can’t hear anything.”  Gio chose to go to the field to 
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play during lunch time but “the grass area is… like mostly all crowded.”  Roberta mentioned that 
she shares her lunch with all grades, including the connected high school students.  “Sometimes 
they are mean… and then sometimes they keep yelling while people are trying to do work and, 
sometimes, like, when people are trying to do their homework ahead of time.”     
Cesar and Joshua assumed his schedule was changed in the beginning of the year because 
of how many students there were.  Joshua said, “There were too many kids in the classrooms, so 
they needed to make more classrooms, so they split up the kids into even classes.”  Chase’s 
perception of his new school was that it is “another one of those overpopulated schools 
[where]… five different schools, five different schools go into this middle school.  He guessed 
that the size of his classes for middle school could reach 40.  When describing one of the six 
schools he had attended by grade five, he focused on one that had been changed to include 
middle school.  According to Chase, it was “bigger then the- it’s bigger than this whole 
building.”  He recently looked on their website online and guessed, “did they just scooch over a 
bunch of different schools over there…the school, I think that was a little overpopulated too.”  
He went on to say, “There is over 1,000 kids in it… 1,000 kids!”  Another focus of the 
conversation about beginning middle school was trying new things.   
Novelty.  Novelty, or the sense of excitement to try different things, was expressed in a 
variety of ways by each student.  Galvin discovered that middle school “was really easy and 
pretty fun making new friends.”  He looked forward to trying out orchestra for the first time just 
as Chase had signed up to start in brass. When asked if he’d ever played any of the instruments 
from brass before, Chase replied, “Oh no, I’ve never. I’m really interested in that.”  He was 
happy to hear they had a “Harry Potter” club to try out despite having lost the paperwork.  
Joshua had signed up for a new experience with robotics and coding class where he already 
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began “some 3D printing.”  Gio reported art being one of his favorite classes in middle school 
because of the new material he was learning.  He also enjoyed a variation of volleyball from his 
PE teacher called “meteor ball… it’s different… We get to play with a gigantic ball.”  When 
describing his favorite teacher he focused on the newness of the content: “I never had drama 
before and it was my first time experiencing drama.”  The charter school he attended required ten 
hours of community service and he said, “What makes it fun is I get to see new people.” 
Both Gio and Roberta had never completed a book on their own before middle school 
and were excited to talk about it.  Roberta described the plot of the book in detail during the 
interview and said she felt “happy” about it.  Gio could not wait to read the next book in the 
series he had just begun.   
During the first week of middle school, Gio walked by and noticed a poster advertising 
being a part of yearbook club and decided to turn in an application.  “I was thinking that I don’t 
think I’ll get picked and I don’t think it’s gonna be really fun, but once I said it’s gonna be fun 
and I think I will get picked, I really had more fun.”  He had never done anything like it before 
and looked forward to taking pictures and design work.  Gio summarized the newness of middle 
school in relationship to the real world when he said, “It teaches them a little more that they 
don’t know about and more things to learn and then new things might come up in life.” 
 Roberta also discovered a new activity early on in middle school: “The dance 
team…there was posters and people kept talking about it.”  She felt, “nervous… because it was 
whole bunch of people.  It was like 80 people…I didn’t know if I was going to make it.”  She 
remembered the exact day she learned whether she made the dance team: “A couple days [later], 
it was Friday.”  She told the researcher she was, “sad…’cause I didn’t make it.”  On another 
note, she reported liking her block schedule and different classes each day “because you get to 
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experience… new things.”  Galvin pointed out that repetition can be helpful, as long as it was in 
a different form: “Normally repeat it in a different way and it would help us.”  
 In addition, the appeal to novelty came across in their antipathy to repetition or a lack of 
change.  Cesar remembered how his least favorite teacher did not change his seat the entire year.  
Cesar mentioned monotony in middle school when he said, “I just didn’t really like my science 
teacher” and when prompted as to why he answered, “kinda boring.”  He compared this class to 
one of his more preferred classes that varied the types of activities:  
She gives opportunity that we can have like snack, we could talk to our friends 
sometimes, go in groups; but in Science class, [she] just taught us.  We just had to sit 
there and write notes for like two hours. 
Although Chase had not yet entered middle school, his prior elementary school 
experiences will influence what he enjoys and avoids in middle school.  Chase brought up an 
ominous “newspaper” that he did every week in science class seven times throughout the 
interview.  He vented his frustration: “All she does is give us another newspaper and we have to 
read everything.”  Roberta did not look forward to going to her a class because, “It gets annoying 
sometimes… because she reteaches what math we learned that same day.”  During the transition 
to middle school, new things sparked excitement and interest in students with ADHD from 
difficult backgrounds, while repetition or redundancy was portrayed negatively. 
Separation of grades.  The separation of grades at the middle school level was a focus 
for these students.  The references to division between the different grades often included 
discussion of location.  Cesar referred to a certain place he and his friends would meet every 
morning before school: “We had one spot where we hung out, it was like at the stairs [with] 
mostly seventh graders.”  When discussing his friends from his football team, he mentioned, 
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“one of them, one of them yeah, there’s one of them but he was in eighth grade.”  The word 
“but” was left for the researcher to assume what that meant.  Cesar and two other students 
reported having a different lunch from the eighth graders.  Roberta shared her lunch with the 
upper grades but said she felt, “Weird… because I’m not used to being the youngest in the 
class.”  
Galvin also had a specific meeting place for he and his same grade peers to meet every 
morning: “We hang out, pretty much outside the sixth grade hallway and… we would just pretty 
much hang out with your little group of friends in that grade.  All the sixth grade hangs out.” 
He noted that upper and lower classmen did not intermingle on campus: “You didn’t have to stay 
there, but it just kinda felt like you had to ‘cause eighth group, I guess you could say, and 
seventh grade was towards the front… of the school.”  He gave the researcher specific directions 
of where each grade would congregate: “So you would go in, if you went through the front and 
you see straight ahead you see the sixth grade hallway, if you turn to the right you would see the 
seventh and eighth grade hallway.”  During orientation, Joshua knew to locate the “sixth grade 
pod” and often did not interact with his older sister because, “she usually stays in the eighth 
grade pod when I’m usually at the… sixth grade pod.”  The researcher asked Galvin if he would 
ever ask an eighth grader for help knowing that they already had experience on that middle 
school campus and he answered, “No, because they are normally on the other side of the school.”  
He went on to describe one experience of sharing a class with an eighth grader, using the word 
“awkward” twice and calling it “weird.”  When asked what made it weird he replied, “They’re 
just really different then uh sixth graders I guess…They’re pretty much just more mature and 
stuff like that.”  Even though the gap between them and grades during elementary school was 
larger, the transitioning students only mentioned the difference they felt between older students 
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at middle school.  Another stark change for them was the middle school schedule. 
Schedule.  The change in schedule was noted as the biggest difference between 
elementary and middle school.  The daily schedule and descriptions of involuntary schedule 
changes, along with elective courses became topics of interest.   
  Daily schedule. The researcher asked what the biggest difference between elementary 
and middle school was and Roberta answered, “The biggest difference I’ve noticed is like you go 
to different teachers… It’s not just one anymore.”  Roberta said, “I liked it” and Gio said, “What 
I like better is going to different rooms.”  Chase predicted, “So everyone is splitting out.” 
The built-in breaks seemed appreciated when Joshua stated, “in between it can feel like a 
little, a little break.”  Cesar remembers being able to “just have to walk around to our separate 
classes.”  After hearing how negative he felt about his elementary school, the researcher asked 
how he felt about middle school and his classes and he said, “I would wanna go to all of them.”  
He also stated he “wouldn’t change anything” about middle school.  Chase experienced a smaller 
version of this schedule in his elementary school where he already rotated to three different 
teachers and had an instructional break: “We have instructional break which is extra recess to get 
our brain woooo out.”  Unlike middle school where breaks are meant to help students get to 
class, “One teacher can take it away at all times…so my class always gets it taken away.”  One 
thing he looked forward to about middle school where a bell would remind the teacher to have 
them move and was, “actually, finally [going to] have a chance to be rotating.”  Roberta’s middle 
school included a structured mindfulness break after lunch daily: “We would have lunch and 
then we would have like our mind thing, our mental breathing and then we would have the rest 
of the classes.”  Cesar and Gio also reported having an additional break along with breaks to 
walk to class.  Cesar described his block schedule that included a longer “nutritional break” 
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where they provided food.  Gio also responded positively about getting up and moving between 
classes, “because sometimes they might be far so we get a little bit of exercise in the middle.”    
Cesar also described times he had to just walk around with his friends before class in 
middle school.  Joshua and Galvin both mentioned that these breaks were times for them to 
connect on a deeper level with friends.  Joshua said, “Also, like between classes, you like really 
get to like, if they [friends] answer a question, you really get to like understand how they think.”  
Galvin explained that one of the ways he was able to make new friends in middle school was the 
time he used during these prescheduled breaks between classes: “We knew where each other’s 
lockers were and we always just hang out and talked I guess between class periods and it was 
just pretty nice.”  Gio also appreciated the variety in adults he could interact with: “The biggest 
difference I’ve noticed is like you go to different teachers… I like it... because… you get to 
experience new teachers teaching.”   
Roberta had a block schedule with the same cohort of students but they reversed the 
times you would start over the week and she reported that some days she missed this break.  Her 
schedule was, “Weird because like I thought we’d have the same thing each week, it’s like 
sometimes go across the hall to math, then history, then English to science and then sometimes 
we have science, English, history.”  When asked how she felt about it she replied, “I like that… 
you get to experience new times.”  The time of day a class begins mattered to Chase as well.  He 
reported that afternoon classes seemed better because, “Your teachers are like still waking up, 
still need to, still have their full mug of coffee to get through.  They always have some kind of 
coffee… Mrs. Rebah, she always has coffee at the end of the day.”   
Despite having gone to a longer orientation, Roberta saw her “yellow paper” schedule on 
the first day of school that she later depended on throughout the year to see which class she had 
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to go to on each particular block day.  She thought, “Woah! I have to travel to these many 
classes.  Oh my god, how am I supposed to do this?”  She worried about her binder being full 
while Galvin had compartmentalized each subject into different binders that he could store in his 
locker: “I had one say science, one say math.”  He could sort and classify his classes by the 
teacher: “I like just having one teacher teach one thing.”   Gio stated the obvious changes but it 
stood out to him that “in elementary school, we didn’t have different periods, we just had one 
teacher teaching every subject” and said, “I like having that [binders] because it will be more 
easier than having a [single] desk” to fit every subject in.  “We have folders assigned for each 
class and the homework.”  Galvin on the other hand was exposed to switching classes in 
elementary school: “I had twice the amount of classes [in middle school] but I had already knew 
about rotations because I had them in fourth and fifth grade.”  His new system and this schedule 
seemed to work as his grades had improved since elementary school.  He described the first day 
of school as “easy” because it was dedicated to simply learning the new schedule.  He preferred 
it over the elementary school design and said the schedule, “was just really nice and fluid I 
guess... there’s more classes and it’s just more fluid I guess.”  In his mind, the middle school 
schedule is, “pretty much more organized I guess.”  Even though he reported being tired most of 
the year, he went as far to say that middle school was “pretty perfect I guess” because it was 
“organized.”  The advice he would give a new middle school student reflects the preference for 
novelty when he said, “I would say that middle school is a little more challenging.  You’ll go to 
different periods, you’ll learn different classes, you wouldn’t really stay in one class like in 
elementary, and it will be a whole new way.”  Four out of six students reported more work in 
middle school or that the work “took more effort.”  The change in format of middle school 
became a topic of interest for these students with ADHD and other outside stressors. 
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 Schedule change.  Five of the participants reported experiencing a schedule change 
during the transition to middle school.  This encompassed either a course change, change in 
teachers, change in group of students or a change in schools.  Their responses to these changes 
varied.  Joshua felt that he was penalized when the school made him switch classes because they 
were overcrowded.  He shared:  
So they changed my schedule to [a new teacher] and… she already explained everything 
to her class and I didn’t know anything about it.  And she gave us the homework the first 
day but she didn’t expect us to really get it but she still gave me a pretty low grade. 
Chase had a certain schedule at the start of the year and then began getting pulled into resource 
rooms for special education services.  Cesar had a schedule change due to overcrowding and his 
homeroom/ English teacher switched also.  Roberta explained how having teachers change was 
“confusing because one teacher would tell us different things to do.” 
Roberta changed schools completely after the weeklong middle school orientation at the 
college.  When she first began her orientation she reported being excited but once the change 
occurred she said she felt, “nervous because I don’t know anyone.”  This differed from her first 
day of fifth grade where she walked in with confidence feeling, “happy because I was gonna 
meet my friends.” 
Though not as dramatic as a new school, Gio also experienced a big change in his 
schedule at the start of middle school.  “The fourth week of school I felt like I already knew the 
teacher but the students are different so I felt a little nervous ‘cause I didn’t think that I would 
make friends in that cohort.”  He spent his orientation week and a month of the school year with 
a certain group of students and found out he could not continue in the same cohort because of his 
academic needs.  Each cohort or group of students that travel together in this charter school are 
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named after a University.  He remembers the exact day:  
On a Tuesday, they changed me to Yale… that moment I felt like… ‘I don’t really wanna 
start the first day of school… They changed me because no one in Stanford has an IEP, 
and then in Princeton and Harvard and Yale have IEPs… I chose Yale. 
 Gio described his new inclusion teacher: “Whenever I mostly have questions about the subject 
or anything she will answer them for me.”  His mother was unhappy about this change but in the 
end she saw the benefits of him getting extra support.  Whether planned for or not, students 
could not avoid discussing the impact of their schedule changes as well as elective courses as 
they adjusted to their new middle school. 
 Electives.  Electives, credit courses taken that do not meet a particular requirement, were 
important in the conversations with these students.  Galvin told us his favorite and easiest class 
was his elective, orchestra.  Joshua was pleased he received his first choice in robotics and 
computer programming as some of his other peers did not.  Gio and Roberta were not given a 
choice of their electives but both reported them as their favorite classes.  Gio explained, “My 
favorite… that I like is drama… because in drama we get to act it out.”   
 Chase focused his expectations and thoughts on the electives when predicting what 
middle school would be like.  He had requested brass and was already predicting which 
instrument he would get and knew he would be frustrated if he did not get his first choice.  He 
wondered what electives were when he said, “I don’t know what it’s like, I am confused, like 
what do I do with electives.  Like they’re crazy.  Like, what are they?”  He read a book about a 
middle schooler with the intention gleaning more about them. “I already know what an elective 
is ‘cause I’ve read a book about [it].”  He assumed the elective was used as reward or 
punishment for students.  He predicted, “You’re tardy two times, a couple times, I think you 
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have to lose… you’re banned from your elective… for a week or a month.”  His main concern 
revolved around getting to school and being there for his elective: “I’m actually kinda scared 
‘cause I have to get there on time, I don’t want to miss my elective.”  He summarized what he 
guessed the shift from elementary school to middle school would be like: “Next year’s gonna be 
different, I’m gonna go be just boop… so, so what I was told is that people have electives and 
home room… Everyone has different electives and different everything.”  The middle school 
schedule consisting of multiple classes, teachers and breaks became a focus during the interviews 
for these new middle school students.  The descriptions of changes to these schedules and 
electives influenced their overall experience.   
General Transition to Middle School 
 The following themes reflect topics discussed that applied to the entire transition period 
from elementary to middle school. Teachers, friends, preferred activities, motivation and self-
awareness are the structural themes that were expressed and influenced their overall experience 
transitioning to middle school. 
 Teachers 
 Over the six interviews, students spoke more about teachers than any other topic.  For 
example, one student mentioned the word “teacher” 28 times.  The subject of teachers in both 
elementary and middle school often became enmeshed in the overall experience of the school 
itself.  Teachers were discussed in three ways to give the following textural codes: rapport, 
disposition, and credibility from the point of view of the students. 
  Rapport.  Teacher rapport was defined as the reciprocity of relationships, ranging from 
good to poor.  Students with a more positive rapport with certain teachers enjoyed telling the 
researcher facts about their teacher’s lives.  Gio’s English teacher dedicated time to get to know 
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them with notecards about them, and “she called our names to see where we sat and to remember 
our names.”  He knew that this was her first year teaching sixth grade and Chase remembered 
that his teacher “has a dog.” Despite the fact that he “always got in trouble,” Cesar noted that his 
elementary teacher liked “comic things and Harry Potter.”   
 Even though Roberta was new to her elementary school that year, she felt secure 
knowing that “The teacher would be there to support me.”  She knew her teacher wanted the best 
for her the same way Joshua’s favorite teacher did: “He really wants us to get good grades.”  She 
grew close to her teacher throughout the year, and on the last day of school, she and her 
classmates decided to throw their teacher a surprise party.   
I had to get there early, ‘cause I had the like party string and then we had to like decorate 
the whole classroom.  The boys brought stuff and we hanged it all around and we got like 
lace for the last day of school and we spread it all around the floor…from, like we had all 
these bunches of lace laying around and I got it and cut it and I spread it around… for 
her, for us to make her feel special… because she was one of the best teachers. 
When asked what made her teacher so great, Roberta said, “‘Cause she told us all these stories 
the first day.”  Her teacher took time out of class to connect her students on a relational level: 
“She would tell us all this soccer stories.  She would tell us how she was a teacher in middle 
school…she would tell us once… she tripped on it and she fell face forward…we all started 
laughing.”  When Roberta was asked who she would go to if she was having a bad day she 
quickly responded, my “teacher, because she would talk to us.”  She also appreciated her art 
teacher from elementary school and felt her canvases are appreciated: “She kept them.”  In 
middle school, Roberta felt most comfortable going to a teacher for help when she had a tough 
situation.  Roberta received help from her inclusion teacher as well: “She’s really nice…she 
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always helps whenever I need help.”  She saw her favorite teacher three times a day, for English, 
book club class and advisory.  There was mutual benefit in their relationship: “If we need a 
pencil and we ask her, she gets it for us.” 
 Galvin felt this same shared respect about his teachers in middle school.  “Teachers really 
trust you more.”  Also, when asked why he said orchestra was easy for him, he responded, 
“because of the teacher.”  Chase said the same thing when he said social studies was not hard for 
him: “it came easy to me because the teacher was amazing.”  Cesar said the only thing he’d want 
more of in middle school is for every teacher to “make jokes a lot.”   
Gio painted a picture of an image that had imprinted on his mind of the last day with one 
of his teachers who left early from his elementary school: 
That was my best day because we get to write on each other’s backs with paper taped to 
our backs and then we got to write other people comments… Mrs. Lunsford wrote, ‘I 
love your smiles in the morning.  And how you greet everyone when in the morning.’ 
He still has that note “taped on [his] wall,” and it changed the way he saw himself: “That made 
me feel good as well because I didn’t think I did it every single day because sometimes I came in 
tired but then I still tried to have a smile.”  A positive rapport required an investment on the part 
of the adult: as Gio stated, “I trust her… Whenever I mostly have questions about the subject or 
anything she will answer them for me.”  He could tell that “she likes the kids.”  Another staff 
member on campus was listed as his favorite because “I think she really would have helped me... 
Because she understands what I'm talking about and how I feel.”  He was emotionally validated 
and recognized.  
Gio could not wait for his orientation camp to begin where they “got to meet our 
teachers.”  The smallest things helped to build a positive rapport between Gio and teachers as he 
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mentioned which teachers put in efforts to learn his name and something about him.  He started 
off describing why he liked art as a subject, but ended up explaining how the teacher had 
purchased them their “own sketchbooks.”  Gio also said, of another teacher putting her care into 
action when he said, “She also gets me… because whenever I have something bothering me, she 
helps me fix it.” 
 Rapport appeared to go the other way as well, where students felt ignored or even 
targeted.  Chase loved the subject of science but it was as if his teacher ruined his favorite 
content area when he said, “I would rather have Mrs. Powell, our science teacher, be someone 
else except be science.”   Chase did not feel heard when he tried to tell his teacher that students 
were upsetting him and instead she “threatened” him with a “citation.”  According to Chase, she 
did not encourage talking to each other or to her.  Chase said he preferred a single teacher over 
many, but only if it was the one he preferred: “I would rather have a single teacher that would 
teach everything, I would rather have like [my] social studies, have her be my original teacher 
just have her teach all that.”  When the idea of his science teacher being his teacher all day came 
up, he responded, “I’d be like, ‘Nope, I’m outta this school… Mama Mia.”  He had difficulty 
accepting the fact that if he lost his newspaper assignment every week, she would not give him 
another one.  “I lose it every week… it’s crazy…The newspaper, I’d only get one copy.”  He was 
frustrated by her lack of differentiation between the special education and honors class.  The 
work for the day was decided on based on what the first period honors students had completed 
rather than being tailored to an individual class or student.  Joshua also had to make do without 
any individualized help or attention from his new history teacher after they switched his 
schedule: “I didn’t know like what to do and then from then on, I just kinda had to like figure it 
out.” 
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 Cesar could not seem to separate his relationship with a teacher and the actual class 
content.  About his elementary school, he said, “I didn’t like the school, I didn’t like the 
teachers.”  When specifically asked which class he looked forward to in middle school, he 
equated it to who he would be seeing: “I would wanna go to all of them, because I liked all of the 
teachers.”  When he was asked about his favorite class, he said, “probably my math teacher… I 
didn't really like math, it was just the teacher.”  He said just the sight of “numbers” made him not 
want to try but that his math teacher invested extra time with him and “would always help me 
with my homework.”  Cesar was going through his schedule verbally and said, “Then World 
Cultures, I liked my teacher she was very nice and yeah I liked World Cultures,” and continued 
with “I didn’t like the teacher one bit, I didn’t really like science.”  He would not explain a class 
or subject area without assessing his current status and rapport with the teacher. The rapport 
between teachers and students, from both good to bad, was addressed by the students during 
these interviews along with their perception of teacher personalities.  
 Disposition.  Teacher disposition refers to teacher attitude as described by the student.  
When asked about school, classes or teachers, the students focused on teacher disposition. 
 Students used the terms “nice,” “cool” or “fun” in regards to a teacher over 43 times.  
Roberta described all of her middle school teachers by saying, “The teachers are really nice.”  
Galvin’s elementary science teacher “was always nicer than the other teachers.”  When 
describing his middle school science teacher, he distinguished between their personality and 
skillset: “He was really nice, my science teacher, but he was disorganized at times.”  Once again, 
Cesar associated liking the teacher’s personality with enjoying the overall course: “I loved my 
PE teacher.  [He] was so nice, so I liked PE.  And then fifth [period], my teacher was really 
nice.”  When asked to describe an ideal teacher, he said, “I would make the teachers... nice, 
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funny.”  He continued, “The art teacher, she’s like really nice.”  The personality of Cesar’s 
teachers made all the difference, even to his detriment.  When his mom was encouraging him to 
seek after school help, he explained, “I just don’t like that, I don’t really like my teacher’s 
personality.”   
Chase also likened the general class subject to his teacher when asked why he preferred 
social studies class: “The teacher was amazing.”  He felt accepted when he said, “She taught me 
a lot, even though I didn’t get good grades on tests, she taught me a lot.”  On the other hand, his 
least favorite science class included different descriptions of the teacher’s attitude.  He described 
a situation with her by saying, “We have to take test and if we don’t get it, she gets angry at us.  
We don’t get any extras [newspapers].”  Chase mentioned that in general, “teachers get angry.”  
Chase felt most nervous about “meeting the [middle school] teachers… ‘Cause I’ve never met 
these teachers before in my life, what if they are mean, nice, what if they’re in the middle?”  
Joshua also expressed anxiousness about teacher personalities on his first day of middle school: 
“Then the bell rang and that’s when I was really scared to see, like, what my teachers were like.”   
For Joshua, he did not mind that his math teacher was “really strict, but like my coach, but he 
really teaches us… like all the important stuff.”   
Roberta reported not liking her middle school MESH class (math, English, science and 
history combined) and it centered on her teacher.  She did not appreciate the level of hypocrisy, 
“because the teacher [would say], ‘Are you using a pen? You don’t see me using a pen,’ and then 
we see her use a pen.”  This differed from the perception Roberta had of her favorite English 
teacher who, “always help[s] whenever I need help.”  Gio described his elementary school 
teacher’s personality:  “I trust her because she’s really nice.  She’s loyal.”  When asked for more 
detail on teacher disposition, Gio restated, “Fun… she likes the kids, she’s nice to everyone.”  
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His favorite teacher was his drama teacher who was “nice, he’s cool.”  Gio knew his teacher 
cared for him because “she mostly never gets mad at anyone,” while Roberta noticed the 
opposite in her principal who, “has this mega phone, then he tells us to get in line and then he 
gets mad at us if we are trying to finish something.”   
This word “cool” could easily be overlooked, but some students went into more detail 
about what it meant.  Galvin described his favorite elementary science teacher as “patient” while 
placing another teacher in a contrasting light: “The art teacher, I guess she was really harsh to 
everyone. No one liked her.”  He described how middle school teachers showed him grace. “She 
was a nice math teacher, she would let you redo your assignments and tests if you missed them 
or you were absent.”  This meant a lot to him as he was ill and hospitalized right before semester 
exams and report card grades were entered: “I got the flu… and then the hives and stuff like 
that.”  On the other hand, Chase repeatedly spoke negatively about his science teacher who did 
not give second chances: “Yeah, we only get one copy so like the kids that are forgetful, like 
have ADHD like me, we don’t get a second… I lose it every week.”  Like Galvin, Joshua also 
had a more gracious teacher who “was really nice and… very kind.  She would understand if like 
you didn't have time to finish your homework.  She would say like, ‘Oh well, you can finish it 
tonight.’”  He described his middle school science teacher as, “really nice… She’s like more of 
one of the laid back teachers.  She’s not very harsh and she doesn’t even give out any 
homework.”   Assigning homework, or the lack thereof, was associated with a more “cool” or 
positive disposition.  “She gave us very little homework… Like one page,” Roberta said.  After 
his mom said that he “wasn’t a fan of homework,” he said reluctantly that he needed “to know 
that homework is more important I guess than others.”  Galvin enjoyed describing a test that his 
orchestra teacher gave that showed he was not uptight about test scores:  
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One of the exam tests, all the answers were “C” and so on the second semester exam it 
was real easy to tell because one answer was like ‘Who was uh the famous composer 
whose last name ended with a “B”?’ and it was like “Jean Sebastian Butter” and stuff like 
that. 
The dispositions of teachers, whether “nice,” “angry,” or laid back became a significant point of 
conversation for students during the transition to middle school. 
 Credibility.  Over the transition from elementary to middle school, the students assessed 
the credibility of their teachers.  The party Roberta and her classmates threw for their teacher on 
the last day of elementary school was not the only one they had.  “We used to throw parties in 
class, for our teacher[‘s]… accomplishments she had.”  Chase remembered types of degrees:  
“Ms. London, she graduated, um bachelor’s degree in special education.”  He analyzed another 
teacher’s ability to grasp a language: “She doesn’t speak English fully… sometimes she skips 
words, so sometimes ‘cause she’s not used to saying them in English… I don’t know where she’s 
from, but she usually like skips the words.”  In elementary school, Joshua would have felt secure 
going to his teacher with any problems he was having “because she was really smart and knows 
a lot about everything, all the subjects.”  Joshua stated that he would also seek advice from his 
middle school math teacher “because he was a principal and he knows, like everything…. He 
knows how the school works.”  He knew his current principal was effective because of his past 
experience and years at the job.  Gio noted his sixth grade teacher’s prior experience teaching: 
“She taught middle school for three years, but it was with seventh or eighth grade.”  Students 
wanted to build relationships with their teachers, assessed their disposition and attitude towards 
students and evaluated their credibility as educators.   
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Friends 
Friends came up in the interviews almost immediately for most students.  For some, 
friendships was the most important topic to discuss about their transition to middle school as 
assessed by the amount of time they spent talking about them.  Friends became a source for 
coping, often very quickly, yet could also be a stressor. 
 Coping.  Friends were the first source of comfort that students sought out when dealing 
with changes.  Despite switching schools more times than the amount of years he had actually 
been a student, Chase was happy to report he maintained friends throughout the years.  He 
described a visit from an old friend: “One of my friends I made there came here to visit us… it 
was crazy, we’ve still been friends for three years I’ve been gone.”  On his first day of fifth 
grade, Chase said he, “noticed a lot of my friends from last year, lot of kids I’ve known for a 
while from last year.  I knew a lot from fourth grade.”  Cesar reported noticing the same thing on 
his first day of his final year in elementary school: “A lot of them were my friends… I was 
nervous but not really because I had already been there at that school.”  He looked around his 
new classroom and saw, “a lot of them [his friends] were in different classes but my best friends, 
they got my class.”   
Cesar and Galvin started and ended each day with debriefing with friends.  On the first 
day of middle school, Cesar noted that he only knew about two peers but soon enough he met 
“with his friends” by the stairs in the mornings.  His favorite memory from middle school so far 
was “probably just hanging out with my friends… it’s just really fun.”  He reported enjoying the 
middle school schedule with changing classes because “I get to see different friends in each.”  
He has been in a football league for years, but still felt closer to school friends.  Joshua also 
reported being closer to his school friends versus his baseball ones because he gets more time 
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with them during the day.  Galvin began his mornings where “you hanged out with your friends 
outside for a bit before you go,” at the “sixth grade hallway.”  The end of the day where he was 
“really just hanging out with my friends” was what he decided on for his favorite memory from 
middle school. 
 Galvin’s favorite memory from the end of his elementary experience was a day called 
“field day… and then the breaks where you got to hang out with your friends.”  In summer, he, 
“would always hang out with my friends and they would come to my house and we would play 
games and the last day of school I remember I would hang out at my friend’s house.”  His 
favorite day of middle school was “out of school and we would always just hang out.”  The first 
thing he mentioned about going on a weeklong overnight camp was, “my elementary school 
friends, we were all in the same cabin, it was really nice.”  At orientation, the first thing he 
noticed was a friend from the past.  “I had one friend who I have been friends with since we were 
little kids who went there and I didn’t even know he was there.”  Cesar reported loving this same 
camp because he spent his time “hanging out with my friends.”     
Galvin settled in quickly in his new neighborhood school: “Once school started, I played 
with friends. I would play with them online after school and we would hang out and go to each 
other’s houses and it was all good.”  One of the reasons he loved orchestra was “because a lot of 
my friends were in it.”  He was optimistic about his required schedule change at the semester 
because, “I was always with one of my friends that eventually [became] one of my close friends 
right now and so we became friends and ya.  He was really fun.”  Just like Cesar, he reported 
liking middle school more because of the scheduled times for him to “hang out with your friends 
more.”   
 Galvin found it “easy and pretty fun making new friends” though.  He explained 
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the way to make a new friend: “You just gotta find what you like and what they dislike and get 
used to it I guess.”  The process of making a group of friends for him was “like your just learning 
which people have the same likes and dislikes as you.”  Galvin appreciated the breaks in middle 
school schedule:  “It was pretty nice [to] hang out… between classes.”  He depended on these 
friendships for coping: “We were always just nice to each other and if anyone was having a 
tough time we usually would help each other.”  Despite saying “fitting in” was the hardest part of 
middle school, he appeared to adjust quickly.  Cesar also expressed a desire to find people who 
had things in common with him.  One reason he preferred his old elementary school over the one 
his mother chose for him was he felt in common with his peers culturally.  “I liked having more 
Hispanic students around… I like them, they’re really nice.” 
 Similarly, Roberta found security in friendships starting on the first day of middle school 
when she found “friends from her other school.”  Later, when asked about how they initially 
bonded, she said, “We ended up talking because we were in the same line order.”  She 
remembers that they were “nice to me the first day I was here.”  Her mother did not worry about 
switching Roberta to a new middle school after the year began and Roberta agreed with her.  “I 
talk to anybody… I once said hi to a stranger.”  She described her softball friends as “family.” 
 Joshua was new to his elementary school.  He walked into his class the first day of fifth 
grade and he sat next to someone he did not know: “We were talking at the table… about how it 
was really weird because he was new to that school too and then we just kinda became friends 
the whole time.”  In elementary school, Joshua “definitely” coped with academic stress because 
of the friends he made: “I don’t really like reading out loud but like, if I became friends with all 
of them then I wouldn’t really feel too like pushed to do it the right way.”  The highlight of the 
end of elementary school was the jog-a-thon where “you get to run laps with your friends and… 
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talk.”  On the first day of middle school, he found a friend to debrief from the stress of so many 
people around:  
I saw one of my friends, and I walked up to him and I’m like, ‘Oh my god this is crazy, 
there’s so many people’… So then we just started walking around… Then me and my 
friend found another friend and then we all started talking about how it was so insane. 
 Gio was also new during the final year of elementary school as well.  He was happy that 
he made “like six friends the first day.”  He described how quickly one friendship was formed: 
Then I saw a kid come up to me and he was like um, “Do you want me to show you 
around the school?” and I’m like, “Ok” and he did and like in my head I was like, “He 
could be a nice friend, I should ask him,” and then I asked him and he said, “Sure.” 
His favorite day was when, “We had to walk around to everyone and ask if we could write on 
their backs and then we did...some people wrote, ‘You’re a nice friend,’ ‘Have a nice summer’, 
‘Hope I see you again.’”  His middle school was a part of the same charter school and said, “I 
felt like I have my friends here and it will be a better year than last year ‘cause I didn’t really 
have anyone I knew over there.”  He celebrated that he found many people he knew and cared 
for at his new middle school: “I saw my friends Linda, Rosa, Jose, Jeff, Edward, there was more, 
so there was a lot of people from [last year]… and then there was like six from my old school.”  
Even though his schedule had changed to a new cohort of students, Gio still hung out with 
friends he made during his initial orientation and sits with friends at lunch that he met the first 
day of school.  He described the first day at lunch: 
I kinda just sat down and um there were kids everywhere, like kids didn’t know where to 
sit, and then other kids came to sit down and they started talking to me and I was like, 
“Oh, hi my name is Gio.” 
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Gio’s preferred activity in middle school was free time and “what makes me like that is because I 
could play with other people.”  His school requires him to complete ten hours of community 
service.  He enjoyed helping sell food in the snack shack at his sister’s softball games.  “What 
makes it fun is… I get to see my old friends and some of my sister’s old coaches.”  For each of 
the research subjects, friends were the first ones they looked to for coping with the transition to 
middle school.  Friendships could also serve as a source of stress as they transitioned over. 
 Stressor.  In the same way students looked for friends on the first days of elementary, 
orientation and middle school, they also worried about not being able to locate or make friends.  
Gio was new to his elementary school and remembered, “So the first day of fifth grade, when I 
was getting out of the car to go to class, I felt a little nervous because I didn’t know mostly 
anyone there.”  His feelings continued into the first day of middle school when he said, “That 
moment I felt like in my head I was like, ‘I don’t really wanna start the first day of school’ 
because to me it felt like I wasn’t gonna make friends at all.”  Then, when Gio’s schedule was 
changed he again felt “a little nervous ‘cause I didn’t think that I would make friends in that 
cohort.”  He said, “Well, in my mind I was like ‘Ugh, I don’t think they will like me.”   
Chase and Gio had experienced bullying themselves and both wondered if they would have to 
deal with the same students in their new middle school setting.  Galvin had just moved to a new 
neighborhood and “I only remember I wasn’t going to be with any people I knew because I was 
gonna meet all new people because we were moving to a whole, completely different area.”  His 
“fear” of not knowing anyone had “intensified” after his this move.  He watched his older 
brother experience bullying, develop trichotillomania and anxiety during middle school, and now 
it was his turn to make the change.  It is no wonder he reported feeling “agitated” on the day of 
his second orientation after attending one at a school he did not end up going to.  For him, it was 
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“awkward at first” to start school and not have friends.  After Roberta had to switch middle 
schools and the school year had already begun, she felt “nervous, because I was new to the 
people there.”  Roberta explained that later in the year how social pressure impacted her 
academically.  She preferred silent reading versus reading out loud: 
Because it’s all frustrating ‘cause you’re behind and the other students are ahead and then 
like, when you’re reading on your own you’re at your own pace and then when they call 
on you to read when you’re reading together, you’re like ‘Where are we?’… When we 
read out loud, I would get distracted. 
Joshua moved to a new area of town where he only had one friend at his middle school.  
When his mom dropped him off he reported, “I was scared… when we walked in that front 
gate,” and then his social anxiety heightened once he entered his first class.   
So we got to our homeroom, we got our schedules for the day and um, I was in classes 
with none of my friends.  So I was like really freaked out and the first class I was looking 
around to see if anybody, to see if I could make any friends. 
As the new kid, Joshua felt alone.  “It was just a little bit scary because like no one really looked 
like they were new.  They looked like they were from [the main feeder school] and they had 
friends.”  Friends were a source of comfort and the first thing these students looked for to cope 
during the transition to middle school.  In addition to spending time with friends, there were 
other activities students enjoyed participating in. 
Preferred Activities 
 Preferred activities came up in conversation in regards to what students enjoyed both 
inside and outside of the school setting.  The textural codes fell into the following categories: 
sports/active events, being given free choice, interactive/real life experiences and use of 
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technology. 
Sports/active.  Every interviewee discussed an activity that included physical activity, 
sports and outside activities.  Three of the six participants were involved in extracurricular 
sports.  Roberta played water polo, softball, and participated in taekwondo outside of school and 
had just recently auditioned for the school dance team.  Joshua played baseball and Cesar played 
football.  Gio and Roberta told the researcher multiple times about the pool they were able to 
swim in at the end of their weeklong orientation on the college campus.  Roberta’s favorite 
activity in elementary school was tetherball during unstructured play time and was sad that they 
did not have it anymore in middle school.  She noticed the absence of recess in middle school 
when she said, “Yeah, I miss it because we don’t getta play, like they don’t allow balls during 
school hours unless it’s like [PE].”  She appreciated a classroom decorated with a “sports 
theme.”  Joshua tended to choose sports books and Roberta appreciated the teacher who “used to 
switch them [seats] all the time” and liked “to move.”   
 Another favorable memory for Gio from orientation at the college campus was an outside 
scavenger hunt.  
The third day we, we did a scavenger hunt.  We were trying to find everything on the list, 
I remember some of them… A napkin from the cafe, um taking a picture of the… statue, 
trying to find the campus hospital…Um and the very last one that I remember was 
finding a teacher with a pie symbol on [their shirt]. 
One of Gio’s favorite days from middle school was when they played meteor ball and looked 
forward to learning volley ball.  Gio appreciated PE, “because we got to run around the whole 
campus inside and then also because we had to do the uh physical test.  It was a test of doing curl 
ups, running back and forth to see how far we got.”  He also appreciated unstructured playtime: 
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“The best thing of middle school is…we could bring like volleyballs, basketballs, soccer balls, 
baseballs.”  He chose sports in any time away from class: “I mostly go to the grass area to play 
soccer at lunch because at break we only get limited time, we only get 15 minutes, for lunch we 
get 40 minutes to play.”  Gio described what he did on the first day of school when he was given 
a break: “We went to the field to like run laps and talk more and play basketball… We only 
played one round.”  When asked how he might improve middle school he spoke about outdoor 
space, “The one thing I would change is that to have a bigger grass area because the grass area is 
small.”  He prefers the middle school schedule “because we get to, because sometimes [classes] 
might be far so we get a little bit of exercise in the middle.”   
Galvin also mentioned times during the school day where he experienced structured 
movement breaks: “We had GATE, which was like during part of it when they would do like 
exercises...  We would go to the GATE room which was a portable outside.”  Galvin described 
his morning routine: “I ride my bike to school a lot and then you just walked in, you hanged out 
with your friends outside.”  Gio looked forward to this: “I could ride my bike there or I could 
ride my bike home... but my mom said once I’m in middle school she will let me do it.”  He 
enjoyed English and theater class: “What makes [the teacher] fun is that whenever we’re reading 
something she lets us stand up and sometimes we act it of what’s happening.” 
 The jog-a-thon was not just Joshua’s favorite day from elementary school because of his 
interactions with peers, but also the outdoor fun.  Adults “would take water balloons and throw 
them like up in the air and you would get splashed by them.”  Galvin recalled similar activities 
with his friends in his neighborhood: “The last day of school I remember I would hang out at my 
friend’s house and we had a water balloon fight with all our brothers.”  He often could be found 
playing, “with friends outside.”  Even on colder days, Galvin chose to stay outdoors:  
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You can really go to the lunchroom if it was a really cold day, you would go to the 
lunchroom.  I wore sweatshirts and sweatpants or jeans most of the year… so I really just 
stood outside and so did my friends and we would all just hang out and talk.  
Two events stood out to Galvin from elementary school: Field day and fifth grade camp.  Field 
day consisted of, “activities, the PE teachers did it, and so there was like four person, four team 
tug of wars and there was a rope with four sides and then there was a bunch of… obstacles.”  He 
was grateful to attend fifth grade camp and described it as “a camp that you go… to California in 
the wilderness.  It’s really fun.”   
Cesar described his transition experience as one filled with “playing,” “messing around,” 
play “fighting” and “exploring.”  He remembers that on the first day of elementary school “We 
had recess. And then me and my friends were playing.”  He loved PE because “we always got to 
play games and stuff [like]… football.”  Joshua and Cesar mentioned their coaches as “nice” and 
“strict, but good.”  As a whole, students with ADHD would choose to engage in sports, being 
active and outside activities when given the chance during the transition to middle school.    
Free choice.  The theme of free choice activities, being given the right to choose, or the 
lack thereof arose during the conversations with the six students.  Cesar had no choice in the 
matter when his mom decided to switch him to a new elementary school in fourth grade.  He 
mentioned his elementary school negatively over 20 times.  He called it “annoying” and said the 
last day was his favorite day because he “was happy to leave that school.”  His mom called it a 
“great school academically” but he argued and said it was, “a bad school actually.”  He told her, 
“You wanted me to go to that school, I didn’t want to go to that school.”  He also stated, “It’s 
‘cause the schools I want to go to, she wouldn't let me go to.”  He was still frustrated about 
having to attend this school almost four years later at the time of the interview.  He had no sense 
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of ownership or pride in the new elementary school and referred to it as “that school” on nine 
occasions.  “I just hate that school.  I didn’t even want to go there.”  The idea that he was forced 
to go to a school overwhelmed his discussion and impacted all of his descriptions of elementary 
school.  The lack of decision making he had in this placement presented in his negative 
descriptions about elementary school overall.  When asked if he had input in attending his 
current middle school, he said, “Oh, middle school? Yeah, I wanted to go there.” 
The topic Cesar appeared most happy to share about was time he had to decompress and 
be free.  He remembers, “Sometimes we went to like different classrooms to mess around.”  His 
favorite memory from middle school so far was, “just hanging out with my friends and we’re just 
messing around probably… joking around.”  The freedom to interact with his peers in his own 
way stood out to Cesar as one of the only favorable memories from fourth through sixth grade: 
“Me and my friends would always go in the big field and always just play around.”  Cesar also 
said he liked middle school more than elementary school because, “I feel like I can just do what I 
feel like I wanna do... You can do whatever you want.”  He appreciated scheduled breaks rather 
than waiting for permission: “Like, when you go like from class to class, you could be like, um if 
I don’t like being in the class I just go to the bathroom.”  Roberta reported her favorite time of 
the day was when she could do what she wanted during “lunch because there was tetherball.”  
The first book she ever finished happened to be one her middle school teacher let her choose.  
She felt a sense of ownership and engagement that kept her going to the last page because “it 
seemed interesting” to her from the start.  
Galvin worded free time as “hanging out” 15 times.  Galvin embraced his new 
independence gained during the transition to middle school.  He liked this point of time in his life 
“because you have more freedom once you are in middle school and… you getta hang out with 
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your friends more.”  When asked how he gained this freedom, he said, “I guess you just getta, 
you’re just more trusted and responsible like today I’m going to the mall with my friends.”  The 
rules and procedures have changed in middle school according to Galvin: “You don't have to 
walk in line and you just, I guess you’re just a bit free.”  After he stated that middle school was 
“pretty perfect,” he explained that it was because “you’re really just free I guess.”  He explained 
how writing changed from elementary to middle school: 
I got used to writing in sixth grade and that was one of the things that I hated in 
elementary school I guess… It was really just more straightforward I guess and… the 
writing projects were just pretty much more free… So you get to choose or you can do 
one or anything you want. 
Roberta also wanted to express herself freely in her writing.  When her dad tries to help her she, 
“sometimes get[s] frustrated …’switch this and that.’  I’m like, ‘it’s my opinion, not yours.’” 
Galvin reported field day as his favorite elementary school memory, full of “breaks 
where you got to hang out with friends.”  He appreciated that in middle school, “Normally we 
got to choose between group projects or if we wanted to work alone a lot.”  Gio found the same 
joys in the freedom when he said his favorite thing from middle school is, “that they don’t 
provide any, any things to play with, we can bring our own stuff to play with.”  In the same vein, 
Chase’s favorite day from his last year in elementary school was a day where “all we did was 
play games and have a good time.”  Also, interactive lessons and things that applied to their 
interests seemed to grab their full attention and create a lasting memory for these students. 
Interactive/real life.  The act of interacting with peers, teachers and classroom content 
increased engagement for these six students.  They also enjoyed and noticed activities or the 
environment at school that mimicked real life.  Chase used the exact word “interactive” five 
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times when describing why he loved his social studies class and teacher.  “She does all, 
everything she does is pretty much interactive.”  One interactive activity allowed Chase and his 
classmates to experience a small scale version of what happened in history.   
Talking [about] King George the third… the taxation they did.  So we all got a bag of 
Starburst, everyone had ten.  That’s their money… and then the tax… The teacher, Mrs. 
Miller, would give [the king] a card.  He gets to pick a random one…  So one was if you 
had shoe laces you owe four candies.  Sadly I had shoe laces… Then you know… a lot 
about it. 
Despite having low test scores, Chase knew he learned the material from these interactive 
activities because he could remember and explain what he learned in class hours later: “When I 
come home I would start explaining everything from social studies straight to my parents.” 
These interactive lessons made social studies the easiest for Chase because his teacher had given 
him, “just a little kind of tool box, like, we made in our brains.”  Social studies was Chase’s 
favorite class for many reasons, one being that, “We’d always do group work.”  The researcher 
prompted for more about what the students did in group work and Chase responded: “Like 
there’s always something fun ‘cause in the group we would do a song, picture, postcard, we 
would do something interactive.”   
Gio appreciated the seating arrangement in one of his rooms when he said, “The squares 
were six, we could talk to more people.”  Roberta preferred to annotate along with reading in 
order to interact with the text: “It refreshes my memory when I go back and I read.  When I read 
it, I need to know what the book was to remember.”  Even though he reported not liking to read, 
he was able to recognize its value for his future: “Reading will help me every day because 
reading has to do with every day.  Everywhere, even if I’m a grown up.”  Cesar liked his English 
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class as the teacher appeared to have a laid back personality and let them “eat snacks” as well as 
“talk to our friends sometimes.”   
Instead of encouraging cooperative learning, the teacher told them to “please stop 
talking” and she managed their volume using a computer program:  
So she’d use, um a special thing on the computer she uses… and if we’re loud and people 
chit chat, chit chat… we would lose our instructional break and have to read everything 
by our self and highlight everything by our self. 
Gio experienced a successful group activity experience and told the researcher and then 
repeated the story to his mom once she entered the interview: 
Einstein’s riddle is a page, it has keys on the back about what happened, and then there 
was house[s]…We got first place- all of us, my team, because all worked out to see what 
happened, we all gave ideas, and then the answer was the fourth house. 
Gio described the result with pride:  “We were the first ones to finish it in the whole class.  
Everyone gave me a high five.”  Gio preferred group work for projects and problem solving so 
that he could “Talk it out about what is happening and what we are going to do.”  Joshua 
preferred group work over individual work, especially in subjects he struggled with: “But if we 
were doing history or uh English I would like to work with friends…because I didn’t really 
understand history or English so it was a little bit easier to work with partners.”  Joshua used 
group work to his advantage when he said, “Like you kind of have people sitting next to you so 
like if you don’t understand it, you have people you can ask them like really how to do it.”  
Roberta liked that her teacher moved their seats all the time because “you get to sit with new 
partners.”  She saw the benefit of working with peers and said, “If I don’t get something I can 
ask another person then the person can help me.”  Galvin saw the good and bad in working with 
  
85 
 
groups: “We had a group project and we really worked in groups and some people ya know 
didn’t work so you had to push others to work.”   
Joshua described his favorite class, math, by saying, “So he allows us to play games a lot, 
but it’s like fun games …mainly competition games.”  He described one of these games in detail: 
Mr. Johnson randomly picks a teacher, and so you would have a circle around the 
classroom, on each wall, and then someone would have to start from one and then um 
from 1-21 and whoever says 21 is out.  So like, but you can say up to three numbers. 
Joshua looked forward to his science class because of the hands on and interactive group 
experiments they were able to do.  He described one of them that used both math and science: 
So what you do how many times you put water on a penny without it spilling over um 
you so you have four times to measure it and then you would take each number and 
divide it by four and then you would get the average... it’s usually like around 24. 
Joshua used his senses to describe her class: “She makes everything really fun, she’s 
more hands on like you get to like feel the experience of the experiments.”  On the other hand, 
Chase did not enjoy his science class and could not believe the lack of interactive or hands on 
activities the teacher provided throughout the year.  “We only did about four science experiments 
the whole year, it’s crazy.”  Chase continued to love science as a content area but wished the 
teacher had run the class differently instead of just reading newspaper articles every week.   
I would still want to read, I would read, just do like all the stuff in it, we could try to test 
all the stuff to see if it could happen in real life.  Like we could do… like a garden lesson.   
Roberta’s teacher had a class pet (a lizard) and Galvin described his middle school teacher’s 
classroom in detail: “Two snakes, there was three chinchillas, one of them died... two tarantulas 
and three bearded dragons.”   
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  Roberta loved how her music teacher “would plan all these activities. And we would 
actually combine music with like art,” and reported music being her favorite subject in 
elementary school.  Gio was already interested in magic and loved that his math teacher 
incorporated it into the content during orientation week.  “It was like a magic trick, but it wasn’t 
really magic, it was just adding ‘cause there was a card like this that had numbers and we only 
had to pay attention.”  He even saved the cards: “I should have brought it, but I forgot it.”   
Real life events like field trips seemed to impact their memories from most recent years 
in school.  Galvin and Cesar enjoyed fifth grade camp as it was school away from school.  When 
asked what advice Roberta would give an incoming middle school student, she said, “You don’t 
need to be nervous because middle school is the happiest place on earth because you get to go 
like on different field trips.”  It is no wonder the majority of the student participants felt 
positively about their elective courses that would require use of their hands to train for skills they 
can use outside of school: orchestra, brass, theater, music, art, PE and robotics/computer 
programming were among the classes the students positively mentioned.  Any class that 
incorporated technology also piqued their interests. 
Technology.  The use of technology was mentioned by five of the six students.  
Technology was presented as a helpful tool in completing school related tasks but also was 
discussed in the form of video games. 
 Cesar related his improvements in grades from elementary school to middle school to an 
application he had on his phone.  According to him, it “was easy because on my phone I have an 
app that helps me with my homework.”  When his mom expressed academic concerns, he 
responded, “I have an app on my phone.”  The easiest class for him in elementary school was 
English that rarely assigned homework “because…we read articles and we answer questions… It 
  
87 
 
was [on] an iPad…You can keep it.”  He was pleased that he could carry the iPad from class to 
class and reassured the researcher that, “We used it for games, I used it for games.  The school 
lets us.”   
Technology did present as a distraction, especially in Cesar’s more difficult class, math.  
He would look at the board and think, “How do you do that? Sometimes I would like space him 
out and just went on my iPad,” or “If I don’t like being in the class… I just use my phone in the 
bathroom.”  His mom started to take away his phone during the interview and he begged, “Oh 
my god, I got the match,” describing the game Fortnite.  When asked what the game consists of 
he said, “You find chests and you get like guns and stuff and you kill people and whoever is left, 
that’s how you win… and my second favorite one is Roblox…it’s like Minecraft but 
better…You play with your friends…I get to know them [the players] and some of them I just 
play random.”  
Galvin also explained the social aspect to the same game, Fortnite.  “It’s really just a 
game where you can fight against each other and group up with your friends and go against other 
groups, like me and my little brother we play it a lot.”  When he moved to his new neighborhood 
and school, he knew it was “all good” when he was able to play video games with his new 
friends after school: “So we would play video games together… Like we would be on same 
teams or something like that, and just played with each other and helped each other in the 
games.”  His favorite memory from middle school was “always just out of school and we would 
always just… play video games and stuff like that.”  When asked what motivates him he replied, 
“Hanging out with my friends and I guess playing video games with them.”  He also described 
other video games that interested him like, “I also like playing some older games like ‘cause we 
have the NES Classic Edition so we can play other games too like Super Mario Bros 2 and stuff 
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like that… Legend of Zelda also.”  Joshua was heading to a Fortnite themed birthday party 
directly after the interview. 
 Chase also enjoyed explaining Fortnite to me.  His mom had just banned him from 
playing it after reading an article but he reported “I actually did play it this morning” because “it 
said something about if you play it every single day.”  He used it as a way to wind down: “It’s 
just like something that cools me off, brings me down, gets me excited about getting my first 
victory.”  He enjoyed playing his brother and friends online and explained how popular and 
exciting it was to him: “They go quickly because there’s a hundred people, there’s like 90-100 
people and they’re gone in like two seconds.  Some people die like right when they land, it’s 
crazy.” 
What helped Galvin most in middle school was access to technology and:  
Keeping myself organized, I wasn’t always organized… ‘cause I got the flu at one point 
in the year and online you could get your assignments and get them done.  You could 
print them out and then turn them in. 
Joshua used technology to help him stay organized:  
They have a thing called google classroom and they use that a lot on the computers, like 
so you can look through your calendar to see like what you have due the next… day… [It 
was] way easier than having to like find the paper in your backpack and have to give it to 
them directly. 
Joshua and Cesar both reported preferring technology help over teachers when they were lost.   
It teaches you math, English… like how to read, how to do math, it’s kinda just an extra 
way of learning… You could reread it and stuff instead of having to go up and ask the 
teacher again…a little bit easier because it would show you it and you could look back 
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instead of having to ask again.  
Gio also had access to a similar program online during school hours: “We go to it and it’s like a 
mini math lesson but it’s on the computer.”  Technology was a means to enjoyment and escape, 
as well as a way to stay on top of academics, review course material. 
Motivation 
 Motivation, specifically as it relates to academics, was presented in a way that developed 
into two textural themes: the influence of their immediate family and their interest in extrinsic 
rewards or punishments.  
Family.  The relationship these students had with their immediate family at the time of 
transitioning to middle school had an impact on their experience, both positively and negatively.  
Joshua had just gotten back from a trip he took with his grandparents to Hawaii “that was really 
fun.”  His mother noticed a change in his behavior after he returned and wondered if she needed 
to even continue his ADHD medication.  Galvin noted a time when his grades were failing and 
his grandpa’s advice is what caused him to change his work ethic:  
He told me that you can kinda just go under the radar if you get your work done and then 
you really aren’t getting in trouble anymore and you can pretty much do whatever you 
want at home… Then I learned… because my grandpa told me that it’s pretty much 
easier if you just… do your work. 
Galvin’s grades went from “F’s to C’s.”  His parents helped to motivate this change when they:  
Said [he] wasn’t going to be able to go outside the house and play games or anything and 
so they told me that I have to get it done or else I wouldn’t be able to and so I realized I 
just kinda have to get it done and that it’s easier. 
He said his mom was the most helpful to him in his journey through the transition to middle 
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school because, “in case I didn’t get something done, she would kinda like I guess push me to get 
it done.”   
 Roberta looked to her mom for support in this time of transition.  She would ask her mom 
to help her remember details during the interview and recalled that she didn’t mind when her 
mom would come visit her classroom.  The first thing that came to mind when she completed her 
first book was, “I gotta tell my mom!”  She went to her mom when she found out about the 
dance team: “I didn’t make it and she’s like, ‘It’s ok, you’ll make it next year… She makes me 
feel better… She tells me it’s gonna be ok.”  Roberta and Gio would not have had private tours 
of the school if their mother’s had not requested this on their behalf. 
 Gio began the interview telling me his plans for his mother’s upcoming birthday: “I was 
gonna make breakfast in bed for my mom.”  His father worked six days a week driving trucks so 
he goes to her most for help “because she’s mostly the only one at home with us.”  He 
appreciated her daily check-ins when he said, “at the end of the day, mommy asks me how’s my 
day.”  Gio’s grandmother moved in to their home the summer before he entered middle school.  
He paid attention to what was happening to her and reported: 
Over the summer I stayed home because my abuelita, she came back and then in the 
middle of the summer she’s fallen, because she got a new hip and then she has fallen  
...She came back and then she and then she has fallen again in her room… so now we 
have some people from her hospital come to us to see how she’s doing to see if she needs 
anything. 
Cesar also spends his summers with his grandma and is often at her house on weekends where he 
uses his Spanish.   
 Chase seemed to defer to his mom and needed her help to remember things, especially 
  
91 
 
the orientation field trip.  “I forgot the whole thing, talk to my mom about it she will know 
everything.”  Chase had difficulty separating his opinions from that of his mom.  In reference to 
the science newspaper articles that he did not like, he said, “My mom doesn’t like it ‘cause all 
you do is read.”  He had no qualms about choosing to not do his work for this class: “I don’t 
really read it, me and my mom don’t care about it, it’s just crazy.”  When he was originally 
deciding on what elective he might want to take in middle school, he said, “I’m amazing at 
acting, amazing at so much stuff and my mom was suggesting that but sadly it wasn’t on the 
list.”  Socially, his mom described him as someone who does not read social cues and he replied, 
“I am one of those people.”  Later in the interview, his mom tried to prepare him for the level of 
independence required in middle school and he replied, “I usually like working with my mom 
and dad on stuff.”  He rushed home to tell his parents what he learned every day in social studies 
and he remembered a project that his parents helped him on in elementary schools with fondness: 
I just did a project on endangered species, remember the Bengal tiger one?  … It was fun 
… And I did it with my mom and we worked together and it turned out to be a “B+.”  
Everything was colored, like everything was amazing.  It was in a cool font. 
He also depended on his parents to solve any bullying issues when he said, “‘Cause they 
know what happens, I have two parents… Busted, kicked out, suspended.”   
Cesar, on the other hand, portrayed a sense of division with his mother.  When his mother 
began sharing, Cesar put his head down, often shook his head and rolled his eyes and disagreed 
with her statements more than the other students.  She said other kids were “smarter” than him 
and accused him of lying and willful behavior problems and he retorted, “I don’t really care.”  
The immediate family was mentioned and influenced these students, for better or for worse, 
along with outside reinforcement.  
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Extrinsic.  Extrinsic motivation, or the use of outside tangible rewards or punishments, 
was discussed and the most common extrinsic motivation that was spoken about was food. 
Cesar’s coach would give the best player each game a gift card.  “He was really nice… I 
made a touchdown on my birthday…  I got that gift card.  I was VIP… It was a burger place.”  
Although he had never personally participated, Galvin described an incentive program that 
provided food from a local restaurant in his middle school: “Our school, one thing that motivates 
a lot of kids is if you get straight “A’s” one day they’ll give you Cane’s for lunch.”  One of Gio’s 
favorite days of orientation camp was when they were able to go purchase food: “That day we 
went to go buy lunch as well… I got El Pollo Loco.”  When he planned out his time of playing 
on the field during his typical day at middle school, he considered, “We have to get our food first 
or else they might run out so I eat first… then I go play.”  One incentive Gio had in applying to 
be on the Yearbook team was avoiding a wait for food: “The lunch line is pretty long so then we 
get a pass to go in front of the lunch line… and then one time in the hallway I was screaming, 
‘VIP, coming through!’”  He remembered that along with high fives, his winning group of the 
“Einstein’s Riddle” won a packet of gummy bears.  Chase also got to eat Skittles during his 
interactive lessons in social studies and Cesar appreciated that his English teacher allowed them 
to eat snacks during class.  Roberta also remembered they had the opportunity to “eat like a 
college person” during orientation.  The one thing she would change about middle school in 
general was to have “pizza every day… it’s just sometimes they give us hot dogs about this big.”  
If not food, other tangible items became motivating.  Chase was excited about the chance to 
attend an orientation program that cost $100 where he would receive a new “Case-It” product, “a 
binder and a backpack at the same time… so I could use it for every class.”   
 An additional motivator for these students who exhibit problem behaviors due to ADHD 
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and other factors was avoiding being in trouble.  Cesar compared his behavior from this year to 
last based on how many visits he had to the principal’s office.  Chase feared being marked 
“tardy,” being “banned” from activities or being given a “citation” and worried he would be 
disqualified from the Disneyland field trip.  Galvin finally brought his grades up when his mom 
and dad threatened to take away time with friends outside and on video games.  The fact that 
something was graded motivated him rather than actually gaining more knowledge.  His advice 
would be “keeping yourself organized and always turn in your homework because it’s graded… 
ya know.”  Roberta was proud she “only got one “B” this year” along with her “A’s.”  Roberta 
saw her peers not listening to teachers and her advice for an incoming middle school student 
was: “You should not like, be noisy and talk to your friends ‘cause if not, if you do, you would 
get in trouble.  You should just stay out of trouble.”  When food, items or a punishment was 
given to them, these students felt motivation to succeed in school. 
Self-Awareness 
The students in these interviews made a variety of comments that show they were aware 
of their strengths and weaknesses.  Roberta looked around and noticed her positive behavior 
compared to her peers: “The teacher was telling us to write this, and I was the only one doing it 
yeah ‘cause I knew no one else heard her ‘cause I was quiet.”  Joshua recognized an environment 
that allowed him to focus well:  
It was loud sometimes, but not very loud, um and it was mostly like, I was able to pay 
attention because all the kids weren’t like messing around and like walking around the 
classroom and so like I was able to hear the teacher and really focus. 
Galvin attributed his changed behavior and said, “I kinda became self-aware.”  Self-
awareness, or their perceptions of self, developed into two textural themes that impact ones 
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learning: fixed versus growth mindset and external versus internal locus of control. 
Fixed versus growth mindset.  Fixed mindset, or the idea that making mistakes is bad 
and they themselves are a natural at something despite effort and strategy, came across through 
some of their interview responses.  The desire to continue trying and applying new strategies 
despite mistakes was brought up during their transition to middle school and represented having 
a growth mindset. 
Fixed mindset. Chase expressed how he felt during reading tasks in school: “It just tires 
me out, I can’t handle doing the reading.”  He seemed to give up or feel hopeless about 
homework when he said, “I don’t do the homework that I’m given.  I really don’t usually do [it] 
because it’s crazy.  I don’t know how I could.”  He began to cry when the topic of writing in 
school came up: “It’s pretty tricky for me ‘cause I am Dyslexic, ADHD, Dyslexic, Anxiety.  I 
can’t handle.  It’s crazy ‘cause I’ve been- let me grab a tissue.”  He even went so far as to say, “I 
forget everything from last year. I’m dumb.”  Cesar also used the words “I can’t” when asked 
about the hardest part of math class: “I just can’t, when I’m in math.  It’s really hard like, I just 
look at the board straight and try to think, “What that is, what is this, what is that?” 
Chase continued to see things based on ability and not efforts when he predicted how his 
brass teacher would decide who would play what instrument.  He explained that the teacher, 
“will give you instruments and whichever one you do the best on he’ll give you that.”  He 
imagined that middle school schedules would be made based on abilities: “Four different 
teachers: There’s the under level, under-grade level, um under grade, normal grade...advanced, 
accelerated.”  Cesar said he preferred “easy things” in school and said, “the hard ones like you 
have to write a lot of numbers, oh my gosh, so annoying.”  He reported switching his elective 
course to Spanish since that was his primary language and he hoped it would be easy.  Instead of 
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asking for help, Cesar would “space [the teacher] out.”  Joshua also said he did not like PE 
“because it was hard” and “instead of having to go up and ask the teacher again,” he avoided it 
despite the potential for learning.  Cesar also did not have a desire to complete homework to 
better his skills or learn more when he found out it did not count as a grade anymore: “I didn’t 
really like do anything in elementary since I knew that.”  Galvin did not see any learning benefits 
of homework and said, “[I] really don’t see a need to do it sometimes I guess… I really just don’t 
see a point sometimes.”  Despite all the experiences he recently had making new friends at 
school and his mom complimenting this strength in him, Galvin still said, “I am not that social.”  
Despite these comments. There were times when a student would say things that showed a belief 
that they could overcome challenges with effort. 
Growth mindset.  Both Gio and Joshua appreciated being pushed mentally.  Gio said he 
liked his math teacher because, “The math was a little too easy, like she made it a little more 
complicated for all of us and I liked it.”  Even though Joshua’s least favorite school subject was 
English, he conceded that, “I wanna be challenged.”  Gio was concerned with more than a grade 
when he said, “I like doing the journal to see if my math is correct or what I did wrong in it.”  In 
PE, Gio was able “to see how far we got...I like that because I got to see what I didn’t know 
before about myself.”  Middle school was a means to continue to stretch himself and he said, “It 
makes it a little more challenging because it teaches them a little more that they don’t know 
about and more things to learn and then new things might come up in life.”  He did not accept 
when his teacher told him he was doing fine in writing, “because when she showed my mom the 
three sentence paragraph that I wrote, I disagreed because in fifth grade we are supposed to write 
like five or six sentence paragraph.”  He remembered a quote from a poster in his science 
teacher’s room verbatim that said, “‘Whoever was an expert was always a beginner.’”   
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This same mentality applied in Gio’s social life as well.  When he was switched to a 
different cohort, he was able to use positive self-talk and believe that he would be able to make 
new friends: “I felt like I already knew the teacher but the students are different so I felt a little 
nervous… I was thinking that everyone is good and that I will make lots of friends… Once I said 
it to myself quietly that they will like me for who I am and how I treat them and then I changed 
my thoughts.”  When he first applied for yearbook club, he thought to himself, “Once I said it’s 
gonna be fun and I think I will get picked, I really had more fun.”  Galvin saw that he could 
change his behavior when he said, “I don’t really [act out] that much anymore.”  Despite not 
making the dance team, Roberta said, “I will make it next year.”  She had the most difficulty 
with history in elementary school, yet it was still her favorite content area and enjoyed her 
English class because “I learn things. I write.”  She remembers walking onto her new middle 
school campus: “You see posters that say ‘Scholar Zone,’ ‘Scholar Zone.’”   Despite having 
more of a fixed mindset, Chase and Cesar said they were not the best and often lost at the video 
game, Fortnite, but continued to want to play as much as their parents would allow.  Students 
words also tended to show a more internal or external locus of control. 
Internal versus external locus of control.  Students expressed a sense of control over 
their circumstances or deferred blame and responsibility onto outside sources.   
Internal locus of control.  Some students expressed an internal locus of control 
viewpoint where they acknowledged their part in situations and took ownership over their 
education.  Roberta recognized her control over her academic progress when she said, “I have to 
do it myself to get my grades.”  When Galvin’s mom attributed his low grades to his poor 
attention, Galvin disagreed and said, “I should’ve kept focused during most of the year… [It] 
really was just not focusing at school and I didn’t turn in my math assignments and so my grade 
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dropped to an F… It’s not attention… it’s just motivation.”  He felt he could handle his own 
work and it was in his control and did not want his 504 plan anymore: “I don’t really use it… I 
don't really like having one mom…I don’t really see the need to have one.”  What truly helped 
him was, “Keepin’ myself organized.”  When Joshua was put into history class late and the 
teacher did not explain what he needed to do, he took initiative:  
I didn’t know like what to do and then from then on I just kinda had to like figure it out… 
She still gave me a pretty low grade and then um the next day I tried to do it ‘cause I 
looked in the notes to see how to do it... So then I kinda got it after that.    
Roberta and Galvin took responsibility for their behaviors at school.  Roberta made sure she was 
doing her part of staying “quiet” and “listening.”  Galvin did not want to be “weird” or 
“hyperactive” anymore.  Though not said explicitly, these students showed either an internal or 
external locus of control, which impacted their sense of self during the transition to middle 
school.   
External locus of control. An external locus of control sounded like students placing 
blame of failures or setbacks on outside sources.  Cesar spoke in an overall affirmative manner 
about his middle school teachers until his mom joined the interview.  She brought up his failing 
grades and poor behavior and attributed them to him 29 times.  He argued and said, “Those are 
the inaccurate [facts].”  He began to blame the teachers he said he liked earlier when he said, 
“She doesn’t understand that the teachers I have, I don’t like, so there’s no way I can appreciate 
them.”  Chase he had the “best grades I’ve ever had, better than last year’s,”  but attributed it to 
an outside resource when he said, “I have, I dunno why, it’s just that I don’t know what 
happened, like the special education is helping me out.”  Internal and external locus of control 
became a part of the way the students felt about themselves and the world around them during 
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this time of change from elementary to middle school.   
In sum, the words from the student participants who have ADHD and at least one other 
external stressor communicated two overarching categories of structural codes: codes that fell 
into chronological order of the events during the transition to middle school and those codes that 
fell into the general transition to middle school experience.  These were then broken into eight 
structural codes and 22 textural codes.  The following discussion will expand on how each of 
these structural and textural codes come together to create the essence of their experience 
transitioning to middle school, relate to the current literature and influence the field of school 
psychology. 
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Chapter 5 
Discussion 
 This study sought to explore, through the lens of Intersectionality, the experience of the 
transition to middle school for students with ADHD who also had other external stressors 
stacked against them.  The research question was: In what ways do the intersections of ADHD 
and other stressors influence students’ overall experience of the transition to middle school?  The 
data collected from these interviews produced two sets of structural themes to address this 
research question and describe the overall essence of the transition to middle school for these 
students.  Lastly, implications, limitations and suggestions for further research are presented. 
Events during Transition to Middle School 
End of Elementary School  
Bullying.  Bullying was identified as a textural theme from participants who had 
personally experienced name-calling, rumors, destruction of property and physical assaults.  The 
two students who reported this were impacted in an unexpected positive way as they transitioned 
to middle school. 
 Prior research has found a sense of fear about bullying and violence for students entering 
middle school (Akos, 2002; Bsela, 2008; Forgan & Vaughn, 2000; Rappa, 2012; Walker et al., 
2008).  From the perspective of Intersectionality, the direct quotes from these students provide a 
window into how bullying can impact students who experience marginalization due to multiple 
layers of disadvantages (Cole, 2009; McDermott et al., 2008; Trahan, 2010).  Students with 
ADHD experience stigma more than their peers who exhibit more typical behaviors in the 
classroom (Walker et al., 2008).  The current study adds to the literature in school psychology 
about students with disabilities who experience stigma by showing that they may often be 
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subjected to more than just avoidance behavior, but be targeted and attacked.  It is plausible that 
the other four students who did not personally report bullying have been treated differently and 
ostracized but because they have been exhibiting these behaviors since early childhood, they do 
not perceive anything out of the ordinary during the transition to middle school.   
Fortunately, the two victims of bullying expressed relief in being able to go to a new 
campus for middle school where the “craziness of the bullying will be over.”  The excitement 
they expressed about starting over and escaping their perpetrators challenges the theory that our 
memories cause us to predict the future (Baars, 2005; Cowan, 1995; Walheim & Zachs, 2019).  
The thought of being at a new campus, with a different mix of new students and shuffled 
schedule seemed to be provide a sense of optimism about an end to bullying.  The middle school 
structure and changes in classmates eased their anxiety over having to be with their bullies “all 
day,” which is beneficial to students who already experience higher levels of anxiety (Baxter & 
Rattan, 2004).  On the other hand, the idea that their comfort lies in the fact that they won’t run 
into these same peers informs the strategies of school psychology to provide more restorative 
practices to allow for closure if and when bullying situations occur, particularly for students with 
an intersection of multiple disadvantages (Bailie, 2018; Brewer, Brewer & Kulik, 2018).   
Behavior concerns.  The students in these interviews made comments to show they were 
aware of their behavior and how it impacted others.  Nigg (2001) points out that these fast paced 
and sometimes more defiant behaviors may stand out more in a school setting and also make 
them a greater risk for social exclusion due to these behaviors (Fergusson et al., 1997; Gaub & 
Carlson, 1997).  Many of the students reported an improvement in their behavior in middle 
school which aligns with research that says they care more about what their peers think about 
them at this age, and students with ADHD can be embarrassed by their externalizing behaviors 
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(Anderman, 2003; Underwood & Rosen, 2011; Varma & Wierer, 2013).  According to the 
interviews, it is possible that the new middle school setting, with built-in breaks and having less 
time with one teacher, helped to improve the appearance and their perception of externalizing 
behaviors.  Although DuPaul (2007) and Brock, et al. (2009) both recommend behavior 
strategies for the intervention of students with ADHD, the programs in place target homework 
help and were inconclusive (Evans et al., 2004; Evans et al., 2007; Power et al., 2012).  The 
focus on their behaviors could present a lack in school psychology behavior interventions at the 
elementary level for students with ADHD. 
Orientation  
Feelings about middle school.  These students expressed fears about the unknown.  All 
of the participants expressed a sense of fear or nervousness about what middle school would be 
like and they often heard negative things about it from older peers.  The cognitive functioning 
that impairs learning also interferes with the ability to manage emotions in students with ADHD 
(Brown, 2014).  The answers and reflections of these students show that they are aware of their 
emotions but may not have the best way to manage these during the transition to middle school.  
Galvin’s mom said it was difficult to get him to even attend the orientation and he said he felt 
“agitated” and fearful that day.  For these students then, the more stability and demystifying 
information they can receive during an orientation day or week, the better.  With the help of 
school psychologists as members of the “school team” (NASP, 2019), orientation programs can 
become more comprehensive to address the needs of all students.  The sooner a school or 
program can ease concerns of the unknown, the better, especially for students who struggle with 
planning and anxiety, which can limit their cognitive ability to take in new information (APA, 
2013; Baxter & Rattan, 2004; Bruning et al., 2010; Nigg, 2001; Rasheed et al., 2013; Shah et al., 
  
102 
 
2005; Williams, 1995).  In addition, students who experience an intersection of disadvantages at 
this time of change may lack security or consistency outside of school, which only amplifies the 
need for advocacy among the field of school psychology (Spencer, 2006; Weldy, 1995; Wigfield 
et al., 2006).  In Rappa’s (2012) dissertation study, students themselves expressed a need for 
“student support groups” (p. 118) to assist with the transition to middle school and none of the 
students in this study reported such a program to ease their fears about entering unfamiliar 
territory.  Roberta and Gio experienced a version of support groups when they attended a 
weeklong orientation and then would travel with the same cohort of students once middle school 
began.  Unfortunately, due to extenuating circumstances, both Roberta and Gio ended up in 
classes with different peers than they had attended orientation with once the school year began.  
Those students who reported more negative feeling about elementary school tended to respond 
more positively about middle school but there were still reported feelings of anxiety about going 
to middle school, particularly as it relates to their social lives.  This is important to note as 
anxiety and depression have been shown to increase at the time of transition to middle school for 
mainstream students and students with the intersectionality of marginalizing circumstances are 
even more at risk for emotional distress (Arowosafe and Irvin, 1992; Brown, 2014; Conners, 
2008; Romero, 2014; Rueger et al., 2014).   
Relationship building.  There were very few reported moments spent in structured 
relationship building activities during orientation.  Gio appreciated teachers taking the time to 
know his name while Cesar and Chase remembered details that their teachers shared about their 
own lives, yet only two students actually met their teachers during orientation and one of those 
ended up going to a different school.  These same two students had more time during their 
weeklong orientation and it was beneficial to them as relationship building was the focus of the 
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orientation agenda.  Gio reported still having lunch with students he met at this early part of the 
school year despite his schedule change.  This stage in development has teens relying more on 
peers and friends and the data from their responses suggests this to be a true focus and positive 
factor for disadvantaged students with ADHD during the transition to middle school (Bokhorst et 
al., 2008; Nestmann & Hurrelmann, 1994; Underwood & Rosen, 2011).  Of note, five of the six 
students made mention of how quickly they were able to form friendships which informs the 
literature on relationship building strategies for teacher consultation from school psychologists 
and professional development.  These activities may not have to be extensive as it appeared that 
even the smallest efforts to make a student feel like an individual (like nametags or a teacher 
giving you your own art notebook) or creating a setting for students to find peers who “have the 
same likes and dislikes as you” could benefit everyone at the transition to middle school.  
According to past literature, this would especially help students with more stigmatizing 
behaviors such as those with ADHD (Walker et al., 2008).   
Tour/student-led.  Students reported a desire to gain confidence with the actual physical 
campus, therefore the tours given were appreciated but did not provide enough exposure to the 
new setting.  Four of the six students only received tours as their orientation program, similar to 
what others have experienced from the literature (Roth, 2004; Taylor, 2003).  Roberta did not 
begin to feel secure until “I knew the routine, it was much easier for me to localize, like where to 
go.”  Three of the participants spoke about lockers being a new part of middle school and two 
students reported not knowing where to go on the first day, which may be why past research 
reported students needing mainly organization and procedures reviewed at the transition to 
middle school (Akos, 2004).  The students’ responses support the research that says environment 
matters to students and suggests that tours can benefit and ease concerns, especially for at-risk 
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students (Bruning et al., 2010).  In addition, the responses of Chase and students in the study by 
Rappa (2012) suggest that the more student-led activities during orientation, the better and only 
make sense as students at this age are easily influenced by their peers (Underwood & Rosen, 
2011).  This could also help ease the separation between grade levels that students reported 
during these interviews.  The combination of relationship building activities and the opportunity 
to become acquainted with their surroundings and peers could help meet their most basic needs 
and ease the transition to middle school (Maslow & Langfeld, 1943; West & Schwerdt, 2012). 
Beginning of Middle School 
 Size.  Four of the six students described their middle school as “pyramid transitions” 
(Alspaugh, 1998, p.24) where multiple elementary schools send their students into one middle 
school campus.  The literature suggests that the fewer feeder schools, the more desirable were 
the educational outcomes, especially for low SES students (Alspaugh, 1998).  Students with 
ADHD have been shown to decrease academically with any increases in class size, which is a 
common occurrence when a student transitions from elementary to secondary school (Barkley et 
al., 2006; DuPaul & Stoner, 2014; U.S. Department of Education, 2014).  Relationships have 
been shown to impact achievement, and given the importance the current students placed on 
social relationships, it may be that a larger campus with more students makes it more 
intimidating to initiate friendships with peers (Alspaugh, 1998; Mikami, 2010).  Shoffner & 
Williamson (2000) reported students being overwhelmed by the size of the middle school 
campus.  Most middle schools are bigger in size and population and students often have 
individual schedules and do not travel from class to class as a unit anymore (Akos et al., 2005).  
It is curious to consider why there would be a need to reduce the number of campuses, teachers, 
classrooms and resources when students are at a very sensitive time in their development and 
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learning (Brunson et al., 2005; Hollenstein & Lougheed, 2013; Mendle & Ferrero, 2012; “Teen 
Brain,” 2016).  None of the students seemed excited about the influx of students and more 
physical space to navigate, but on the contrary, said things to connote fear of the unknown and 
express overstimulation.   
 Novelty.  On the other hand, students did speak with excitement about the opportunity to 
try new things in middle school.  They would be able to make new relationships, join new 
extracurricular activities and try out elective courses.  Five out of the six students participated in 
an activity outside of school at the time of their interview.  This is not consistent with the 
research that found that students with ADHD have a decline in participation in these 
recommended types of activities at the transition to middle school (Simmons et al., 1987; 
Rourke, Cassano, Milks, & Zarabba (2015).  Three students participated in outside sports and 
three decided to join new activities after simply seeing posters hung in the halls or receiving a 
flyer at their middle school.  This suggests a level of openness in these students to get involved 
and try new things at the transition to middle school.  Students with ADHD and externalizing 
behaviors have noted benefits to some risk taking (Hollenstein & Lougheed, 2013; Pollak et al., 
2016).  Although the literature shows that students with ADHD have a high comorbidity with 
Conduct Disorders and are more likely to abuse drugs and alcohol, these students may be more 
likely to attempt a new activity or go out of their comfort zone than their more typical peers 
(August et al., 2006; Hinshaw, 1987; Jensen et al., 2001).  They did not report being afraid to try 
new things but did express discomfort about being the youngest on campus. 
 Separation of grades.  Even though there is a greater gap in ages found on elementary 
campuses, the topic of a physical and social separation of grade levels only came up when 
discussing middle school.  Students with ADHD and the intersection of other at-risk factors 
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expressed a sense of fear and division between themselves and the older students at their middle 
school.  All of the students except one said they would not feel comfortable asking an older 
student for help and they described the existing physical separation on campus in specific 
“pods,” “hallways” and different lunch times.  A study suggested that anxiety increases from 
social fears of being evaluated by others, particularly for students entering middle school 
(Bokhorst et al., 2008).  When they were the youngest in elementary school, they were at an age 
where social awareness is less developed and they did not put as much value in how others 
perceive them.  Now that they are teenagers and most likely intently aware of what others could 
be thinking of them, they could be more aware of differences and division (Underwood & Rosen, 
2011).  One study reported a fear of bullying and threats of violence, especially those from 
higher grades, at the beginning stages of the transition to middle school (Bsela, 2008).  It is 
possible that allowing older middle school students to lead during the orientation, combined with 
an increase of planned relationship building activities, could help create an environment of unity 
and acceptance that these students reported missing and can benefit from (Anderman, 2003; 
Osterman, 2000; Rubin, 2012; Wormeli, 2011).  Rappa (2012) reported students’ suggestion of a 
“big brother/ big sister” (p. 118) program that may have eased some of the grade level tension 
described by the students in this study.  Another change they focused on was the new middle 
school schedule.  
 Schedule.  A day full of “different teachers,” “different classes” and breaks that allow for 
“exercise” and talking were viewed as a positive change from elementary school for all 
participants.  All of them also reported having better grades and one described the schedule as 
“fluid” and “organized.”  For a student with ADHD who has difficulty staying organized and 
focusing in school, the act of walking through a doorway into a new room with a new adult 
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teaching a single subject could assist in compartmentalizing classroom content both mentally and 
physically.  Similar to research from Elias (2002), most of the participants reported an increase 
in workload needed to succeed in middle school, yet were positive overall about the daily 
schedule.   
On the other hand, these students had to reset and experience the stress of the unknown 
all over again when each one experienced a schedule change after the year began.  They 
expressed fears about making friends all over again and had to figure out how to do some of the 
required classwork on their own because they missed the explanation.  For students who already 
struggle with planning and organizing and experience the intersection of instability in their lives 
outside of school, it could be beneficial for the school to make extra efforts to ensure these types 
of changes in their schedules do not occur.  In a K-8 setting, communication among the school 
psychologist, education specialists and the administration about students could occur prior to the 
transition to middle school and scheduling decisions.  In any setting, school psychologists play a 
key role in advocating for the rights of students with special needs and the more they are 
involved in orientation programs and scheduling discussions, students like these will be more 
successful in the shuffle between campuses.  Aligning with Multi-tiered System of Support 
(MTSS) strategies, school psychologists can play an integral part in supporting the welfare of all 
students at the transition to middle school (Stoiber & Gettinger, 2016). 
General Transition to Middle School  
Teachers 
 Teachers were discussed by all of the student participants more than any other topic 
within the interviews.  Hattie (2009) found that teachers, their credibility and their relationships 
with the students were one of the top most influential impacts on student learning.  The students 
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discussed teachers in ways that fell into one of three textural codes: rapport, disposition and how 
the students perceived their credibility. 
 Rapport.   Teachers are an important source of social capital for students and can reduce 
the probability of dropping out by half (Croninger and Lee, 2001).  The students interviewed 
clung to every relationship building act, whether good or bad, with their teacher.  They recalled 
and appreciated when teachers told them about their lives outside of school and gained a sense of 
belonging from them.  This sense of belonging is not just a topic worthy of self-reporting but is 
as important for school success as achievement (Anderman, 2003; Osterman, 2000; Rubin, 2012; 
Wormeli, 2011).  For those who described deleterious rapport with their teachers, the students 
generalized this frustration to a dislike for the whole course and content.  Conversely, if they 
found a teacher who invested time in helping them and felt they truly wanted to “support” them, 
they reported looking forward to a content area that they typically struggled with.  Students 
reported feeling closest to teachers who incorporated lessons and activities that allowed for 
socialization as well as connected in some way to their interests.  The responses from these 
students evidenced more positive opinions or feelings of equal closeness with their middle 
school teachers when compared to elementary school teachers.  This is not consistent with 
studies that found student teacher relationships deteriorated (Feldlaufer et al., 1988; Underwood 
& Rosen, 2011).  Pitzer & Skinner (2015) used data from 1020 third through sixth grade 
students, and stated: 
Teacher support was crucial: Students who began the year with at-risk motivational 
profiles, but who also experienced high teacher support, ended the year on par with low-
risk students; whereas students who began the year with resilient profiles but experienced 
low levels of teacher support ended the year at-risk. 
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Although the field of school psychology cannot directly control teacher practices, the 
collaboration between the two fields should increase in encouraging teachers to show caring 
verbally to increase student perceived credibility and trust (Teven & Hanson, 2004).  In 
particular, school psychologists could support positive relationship building and “positive 
psychology” practices, improving quality of life, for themselves and for their students, which 
could impact a teacher’s overall disposition (Akin-Little, Little & Delligatti, 2004). 
 Disposition.  The disposition or personality of a teacher was described by each student in 
the interviews.  Students used the word “nice” often and could sense if a teacher truly enjoyed 
being there.  They described moments of laughing together and wanted to be around them.  They 
especially appreciated when a teacher had a more “laid back” disposition and allowed for second 
chances.  On the other hand, students avoided interactions with teachers they felt had targeted 
them for their behaviors.  Studies suggest that teachers may misinterpret behaviors from students 
with ADHD, such as shouting out the wrong answer, as willful (Alabiso, 1977; Brown, 2014; 
Thompson & Miller, 2013). When Cesar was failing a class, his mom suggested he go in after 
school for help.  Student responses may show that if a teacher tended to have a more 
understanding personality and did not misinterpret the symptoms of ADHD as willful (Alabiso, 
1977; Ballantine, 2015; Brown, 2014; Thompson & Miller, 2013), students may have enjoyed 
and engaged with them, the subject matter and their classes even more.  The field of school 
psychology may have more of a positive impact on student success if they focus attention on 
teacher consultation of best practices and informing them of the perceptions of marginalized 
students like these, which could also help to improve perceived teacher credibility.  
 Credibility.  The students seemed to key into things that would signify the teacher was a 
qualified educator.  Hattie (2009) defined teacher credibility in terms of trusting relationships, 
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competence and passion and reported it has more than twice the impact on students when 
compared to student motivation alone (Hattie, 2009, p. 126; Waack, 2018).   
It is not teachers’ perception of themselves that matters. Rather, it is a student’s 
perception that is important. Yet, it is not simply a matter of whether they “like” you, but 
a matter of whether they think you are a good teacher. Students are very accurate at 
judging which teachers are good at their jobs (Killian, 2017).  
It may be that the teachers who were most trusted by these students were actually more 
qualified at on meeting the needs of a diverse population.  It is possible that the teachers 
perceived as most credible were also the ones who felt supported by their colleagues, unlike the 
teachers who felt more stress and less support working with students with externalizing 
behaviors (Coker, et al., 2016; Gargaro, 2009; Gehrman, 2013; Ohan, Vissor, Strain & Allen, 
2011).  School psychologists are resources for supporting teachers with student behaviors, 
especially those behaviors typical to students with ADHD, and the responses from this study can 
help guide the discussion within school teams.  The use of storytelling, particularly about 
themselves, could improve perceptions of teacher credibility, which in turn could be more buy-in 
from more difficult students like these (Cherry, 2017). 
Friends 
 Friendships were the second most discussed topic for the students who participated in 
these interviews.  For these students who have ADHD along with other external stressors, 
friendships provided a means of coping but in turn created stress, worrying that these friendships 
may or may not be available in their new middle school.   
Coping.  Each student told at least one story about how they looked to a friend or making 
new ones at the peak of anxiety during the transition to middle school.  Ironically, the literature 
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shows little attempts to mediate social stigmas or loneliness at the transition to middle school.  
The speed at which these students connected with peers shows that it takes little time and effort 
to provide opportunities for at-risk students with ADHD to connect socially.  They often simply 
sat next to a peer or struck up a single conversation and reported still being friends with them 
over the course of the school year.  Friendships provided a strong source of hope and stress 
management for these students.  They used their breaks between class and any available time to 
build these relationships with each other and appreciated when teachers allowed time for this in 
the classroom setting.  A statistically significant positive association has been found between 
self-esteem and professed social support (Ikiz & Cakar, 2010).  The time it could take to do one 
team building activity in a class could gain back hours of time that may be lost to a student who 
is stressed in school with no support system (Nestmann & Hurrelmann, 1994).  The findings 
from this study inform the field of school psychology on mental health and social support in 
order to suggest changes in orientation program practices (Leach, 2015).  
Stress.  The need for friendships to help them cope in stressful situations caused a sense 
of fear of imagining this transition without them.  Students with ADHD are often ostracized from 
groups, especially in school settings, and experience more feelings of loneliness (Barkley et al., 
2006; Langher et al., 2010; Litner, 2003; Ogg, et al., 2013; McMahan, 2011; Walker et al., 
2008).  They also struggle to maintain relationships as their peers continue to mature (Mikami, 
2010) and the need to make and salvage relationships was evident in their description of the 
transition to middle school.  Students with ADHD can be rejected by peers from an early age, 
which has been shown to predict the diagnosis and severity of ADHD in the future (Barkley et 
al., 2006).  In addition, college students with ADHD continue to desire socialization, which 
relates to their overall quality of life (Gudjonsson, et al., 2009).  Anderman (2003) found that 
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students do not feel like they belong at the time of the transition to middle school.  The social 
anxiety and fear of missing out on healthy friendships may have come from past negative 
experiences and memories related to this rejection (Baars, 2005; Cowan, 1995; Walheim & 
Zachs, 2019).  Shah et al. (2005) explain, “Without intervention, children with ADHD have been 
shown to become more oppositional and defiant during their middle childhood and may show 
antisocial behaviour in adolescence” (p. 131).   It is noteworthy that there were not more reported 
examples of structured opportunities and strategies given for friendships to begin, especially 
during orientation.  The fear of not having friendships may arise from the student’s need for 
relationships as a coping mechanism or from the past experiences they’ve had of loneliness and 
stigmatization (Langher et al., 2010; Litner, 2003; Walker et al., 2008.), but either way, the value 
of time and strategies given to these students for peer relations should be stressed in the field of 
school psychology. 
Preferred Activities 
It became clear throughout the interviews that the students were drawn to certain 
activities.  The four categories of preferred activities were: sports/active events, free choice 
activities, lessons that were more interactive/real life scenarios and the use of technology. 
Sports/active.  Each student from this study took time to describe an active event they 
had experienced throughout the transition to middle school.  Whether they were involved in 
outside sports like football and baseball, or chose to be outside and play on the field, these 
students preferred moments throughout the day to be active.  These findings support the 
literature that shows exercise, specifically certain types, can benefit students with ADHD at this 
age.  In a study with students with ADHD, Koutsandréou et al. (2016) found working memory 
performance improvements were significantly larger for children using motor exercises 
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compared with the cardiovascular exercise or none at all.  Ploughman (2008) stated, “In clinical 
studies, exercise increases brain volume in areas implicated in executive processing” (p. 236).  
Wilson and Kennedy (2013) found that bike riding within the school day improved clarity of 
feelings and mood for students with ADHD.  Gio and Roberta used the words “only” when 
explaining the amount of time they get for breaks outside and Chase often had his “instructional 
break” taken away because of classroom behavior.  It seems incongruous to limit or take away 
the very thing that these students report appreciating, and which has been shown by research to 
help them succeed (Hollingsworth, 2011; Ramstetter & Murray, 2017; Reinolds, 2001; 
Vanoverbeke, 2008).  Most of the activities that included physical movement and being outside 
took place during free choice time. 
 Free choice.  The six students interviewed for this study expressed the desire to have a 
say in their education.  In the past, middle school students were given fewer opportunities for 
classroom input (Feldlaufer et al., 1988).  The students direct words showed how much they 
appreciated the right to choose: choose a book, choose their elective course or club, free time 
away from prescribed course work and even a say in what school they attended.  Their 
preference for free choice activities is consistent with Brown (2014) who points out that with 
adolescence comes a desire for autonomy from adult figures (see also Lerner & Foch, 1987; 
Orvin, 1995;  Sroufe et al., 1996).  The hardships experienced by these students with ADHD 
when transitioning to middle school were out of their control and may have caused them to 
gravitate towards a sense of freedom and opportunities to practice power over aspects of their 
lives.  This desire could be misinterpreted as oppositional or defiant, which could potentially 
impact results of comorbidity with Oppositional Defiance Disorder (Hinshaw, 1987; Jensen et 
al., 2001).  Given more choice in their day to day activities can allow them to take more 
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ownership for their education and this is vital for marginalized students who experience a greater 
decline in motivation and school satisfaction as they age (Spencer, 2006; Wigfield et al., 2006).  
Another aspect of school that increased engagement for these students was the use of interactive 
activities/real life activities. 
 Interactive/real-life.  The transition to middle school as these students experienced it, 
was peppered with memorable times when they were able to interact with the course material or 
see how it would impact them outside of the school walls.  The interactive lessons that Chase’s 
social studies teacher used related to his affirmation of this teacher and the level of detail in his 
descriptions of these lessons showed he was engaged and paying attention.  Joshua could 
remember the average amount of water drops that fit onto a penny because he had actually tried 
it out in science.  These interactive lessons where students became the actors of the story, or 
tested the actual science theory, and applied skills to test their hypothesis served the same 
purpose homework is designed to.  Homework, in an ideal situation, is meant to practice prior 
content to make deeper connections for more efficient retrieval later on (Carr, 2013).  These 
students were doing this without homework assignments and the few times they did talk about 
homework was in a negative tone with no detail, similar to a study by Regueiro, Suárez, Valle, 
Núñez, and Rosário (2015).  Homework has been shown to be more difficult for students with 
disabilities and further the achievement gap between minority and majority groups (McNary, 
Glasgow, & Hicks, 2005; Kralovec & Buell, 2000).  The positive feedback about lessons that 
connected to student’s interest, like magic tricks for Gio, supports the conclusion that getting to 
know your students as individuals is worth the effort.  Despite the fact that students with ADHD 
are often avoided during collaborative work, these students appreciated participating in group 
work where they had peers to talk to and ask for help (Barkley et al., 2006; Ogg et al., 2013).  
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This does not align with the past research and applied intervention programs for students with 
ADHD in middle school.  Most of these programs addressed homework help and organization 
and if the goal is to increase actual learning, then it may be more effective to take a lesson from 
the day and allow the students to essentially “play” with the content collaboratively.  These 
programs used binders to help with organization and work completion while the students from 
the current study explained that the use of technology helped them to stay organized and practice 
current lessons.  
 Technology.  All but one of the students from this study mentioned the use of technology 
in two ways: to help them in school and to play video games online with friends.  It is 
noteworthy to mention that the two participants who spoke about technology the least were the 
two lowest income participants.  Cesar, Galvin and Joshua were confident about upcoming 
assignments and enjoyed explaining how apps and online calendars helped them stay organized 
and bring up their grades.  There was little confusion between the parent or student about their 
current grade and which assignments were due the next day because of the real time, online 
access and accountability.  This mirrored interventions used for middle school students with 
ADHD to improve work completion where weekly check-ins and communication with the family 
became essential (Langberg et al., 2013; Schnoes, 2002).   
Technology was also talked about in regards to video games.  They focused mostly on 
“Fortnite” but described any game where they were playing with live players, sometimes actual 
friends of theirs.  The use of technology in school had the capability of becoming a distraction 
when used for games or their parents had to limit their use at home.  Their level of engagement 
with video games is not news as teachers contradicted themselves when they said students with 
ADHD could not pay attention for long periods of time, yet 100% of teachers believed they 
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could spend hours on video games (Ballantine, 2015).  In a book on how the use of technology 
can actually benefit students, a teacher attempted to mimic the same live access and 
accountability to your rank and success with classroom content that motivates students in games 
like “Fortnite” (Toppo, 2015).  “Once kids see they’re getting better, it just perpetuates 
improvement… a kid shooting free throws by himself  doesn’t improve as quickly as a kid 
competing on a team” (Toppo, 2015, p. 61).  Prior research notes that the increase in 
performance goals or competition can negatively impact student motivation in middle school, yet 
these students persisted at these competitive video games where their rank is public knowledge 
despite their self-reported poor skill level (McTyeire, 2004; Midgley et al., 1995). The student 
interviewees who spoke about video gaming went on in detail about how it engages them with 
their peers and is not just a hobby, but a part of their social life.  Knowledge of preferred 
activities or reinforcements for marginalized groups can inform the field of school psychology 
on best practices and behavior interventions.  
Motivation 
What motivated these students can be leveraged to help avoid the social and academic 
decline that occurs, especially for students from marginalized populations (Rockoff & 
Lockwood, 2010; Spencer, 2006; West and Schwerdt, 2012; Wigfield et al., 2006).  Symptoms 
of ADHD can be misunderstood as laziness, where it is rather a cycle of the fear of failure that 
cause feelings of anxiety that can lead to task avoidance (Culliford, 2002; Price, 2017).  Other 
than preferred activities, the motivational factors for these students were found in the influence 
from their immediate family members and extrinsic rewards or punishments.   
Family.  The students from the current study could not tell the story of their experience 
transitioning to middle school without including their immediate family members.  A successful 
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element of any transition program is cooperation between students, teachers, parents and 
administration but should not ignore the expertise of school psychologists (Daniels, 2013; Roth, 
2004; Weldy, 1995).  The researched-based programs meant to help students with ADHD in 
middle school included a parent engagement piece (Langberg et al., 2013; Schnoes, 2002).  
Usher (2009) suggests that teachers and parents should consider the messages they send to 
students as they may influence a student’s success more than they are aware.  Chase seemed 
unable to defend his actions or decisions without referencing his mother and did not like the idea 
that he may have to do homework on his own now that he is getting older.  Cesar’s entire 
disposition changed as evidenced by body language, tone and his words when his mom entered 
the room.  The American Psychiatric Association (2013) lists familial strife as an outcome 
associated with this disorder, adding emotional and financial stress (Barnard-Brak et al., 2011; 
CDC, 2018; Loe & Feldman, 2007; Pelham et al., 2007; Rigney, 2012).  Families and teachers 
have been found to misinterpret the behaviors of the disorder, families can begin to believe the 
symptoms are “willful” (APA, 2000, p. 88).  Only two of the students from this study went with 
their parent to the orientation program where parent participation was required.  The influence 
that the immediate family had on these students may point to the need for a more individualized 
orientation program designed with school psychologist input; one that prepares and educates 
both parents and students on how to be successful in middle school in spite of the academic and 
behavioral challenges that the intersection of their disorder and external factors have placed on 
them (NASP, 2014).  The students who participated in this interview process mentioned their 
family members as often as they mentioned other outside rewards and punishment. 
Extrinsic.  Extrinsic motivators or reinforcers have been found successful in motivating 
students, particularly those with disorders such as ADHD.  In a study on motivation factors for 
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students with ADHD, both subtypes demonstrated motivational impairment characterized by a 
preference for easy work, less enjoyment of learning, less persistence, and a greater reliance on 
external rather than on internal standards to evaluate their abilities relative to a non-diagnosed 
control group (Carlson, Booth, Shin & Canu, 2002).  This has been the case for any student 
transitioning from elementary to middle school (Wang & Eccles, 2012).  The responses from the 
students in this study were consistent with a focus on extrinsic motivators such as food or a 
tangible prize and is consistent with literature that cites students with ADHD having an elevated 
reward threshold and a greater reliance on external sources for motivation (Carlson, et al., 2002; 
Dovis et al., 2012; Haenlein and Caul, 1987).  Utilizing this information could inform 
intervention strategies for school psychology when working with or developing behavior plans 
for students with ADHD (Chronis et al., 2006). 
The other motivating factor for these students was avoiding any punishment.  Punishment 
involves taking away desired items to decrease certain problem behaviors (Trojan & Trojan, 
2004).  One study found that the intersection of two marginalizing characteristics was related to 
an environment where they were disciplined when they were simply trying to be heard and 
respected (Murphy, Acosta, & Kennedy-Lewis, 2013).  Rappa (2012) also found that students 
transitioning to middle school discussed a fear of getting in trouble.  It is possible that the 
students’ focus on disciplinary actions during the transition to middle school came from years of 
experiencing a certain amount of chastisement for their externalizing or distracted behaviors in 
school and at home.  They often weighed how things were proceeding at a certain point during 
the transition based on how much more or less they were punished, which suggests that part of 
their value was placed in whether they were in trouble or not.  The self-reports of these students 
suggest that school discipline (i.e. parent phone calls, principal’s office, “citation”) did not have 
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as a direct impact on decreasing behaviors but things like having their video games taken away 
or time with friends limited caused them to want to improve their grades.   
Self-Awareness 
 Galvin actually used the words “self-aware” and each student expressed their personal 
strengths and weaknesses and showed a level of insightfulness on how others viewed them.  
Their words either fell into the category of having a fixed or growth mindset as well as an 
internal versus external locus of control.   
Fixed Mindset.   Cesar and Chase both used the words “can’t” multiple times.  Chase 
called himself “dumb” while Cesar said he would just “space out” when he did not understand 
things.  Higher self-efficacy in a student makes them more likely to take on challenging tasks 
and view mistakes as the process to learning (Hattie, 2012).  It is possible that the fixed mindset 
and task avoidance tendencies were also a way to avoid feeling anxious (Culliford, 2002; Price, 
2017).  Cesar heard his mom say that he did not like the school he was at because other children 
were “smarter.”  Chase refused to do his science article because he said he and his mom “did not 
care” for it.  The way adults speak around, to and about the students impacted the way they 
viewed themselves and may have kept them from actually attempting certain tasks.  
Growth mindset.  The students that expressed a belief in their efforts appeared to have 
more excitement for school (Bruning et al., 2010; Nicholls et al., 1985; Senko et al., 2011).  Both 
Roberta and Gio attended a charter school that required a weeklong camp full of team building 
activities and culture building.  Gio practiced motivating self-talk when he said, “I’m thinking 
that I’m gonna make a good first impression and hopefully everyone in this cohort will like who 
I am.”  Roberta appreciated that she was learning and being challenged and so did Joshua.  Two 
students described the transition to middle school as “not as bad” as others had made it out to be 
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and had an easier time than their older siblings.  Students who have the intersection of multiple 
disadvantages like the ones in this study may be more resilient because of the obstacles they have 
already had to overcome.  A growth mindset, where they believe intelligence is not fixed and can 
be developed, has been shown to reliably predict school achievement despite socioeconomic 
status (Claro et al., 2016).  A growth mindset can be taught and can help them transition and 
overcome obstacles as they persevere at difficult tasks longer, and become motivated by the idea 
that they can control their mind (Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015; Trie, 2007).  School 
psychologist can provide professional development for the role models in at-risk students’ lives 
on how to instill a growth mindset, even at the middle school age.  
 Internal locus of control.  Students with an internal locus of control tend to be less anti-
social and engage in less criminal activity (Ahlin, 2013).  The students who expressed more of an 
internal locus of control seemed more resilient to the changes and more excited about the future 
of middle school as measured by the amount of positive comments.  Roberta took ownership of 
her academics by saying it was all dependent on her work and Galvin rejected the use of any 
supports like his 504 plan.  Galvin did not blame his elementary teachers for how they reacted to 
his behaviors and reported being able to change his own behavior in middle school.  Cesar 
eventually yielded to the fact that he should try harder.   
A few comments that appeared as the student taking ownership or responsibility though 
could quickly shift to a fixed mindset, which can be detrimental to their efforts and outcomes.  
There seemed to be a fine line between feeling in control and confident- like Galvin who found it 
“easy” to make good friends- and blaming themselves in a way that would lower their self-
esteem and feel out of control of their circumstances. 
 External locus of control.  The two students who made more fixed mindset comments 
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also found little power or control over the happenings during the transition to middle school.  
Cesar began to do this more when his mom came in and spoke negatively about her son.  He said 
there was no way he could appreciate the teachers that he had just described as “nice” earlier.  
When he was accused of mistakes or failures, he deflected blame on the school, teachers and 
principal.  There has been a relationship between self-reported oppositional behaviors and an 
external locus of control in students with ADHD, where students, “assign blame to others for 
undesirable events rather than seeing themselves as responsible” (Varma & Weirer, 2013, p. 95-
96).  Students from this study have a unique identity made of the intersections of things out of 
their control.  There may be a connection between allowing students the freedom to gain 
confidence in their ability to make changes and learn from making mistakes to help mediate the 
expressed feelings of helplessness, resignation and defeat.  Direct instruction or interventions on 
both growth mindset and internal locus of control with these students could benefit them in both 
academic and social situations.   
The Essence of the Transition to Middle School  
The transition to middle school experience for these students was generally positive, 
especially considering the additional obstacles of having their schedules changed after the school 
year began.  This positive essence supports the findings a study of 12,000 students by Dabbs 
(2008) who analyzed the factors that affect the transition from elementary to middle school in 
three different cohorts of students.  Data revealed another marginalized group of students, 
Limited English Proficient (LEP), which three of the six participants qualified as, showed 
significant positive gains in achievement scores.  Though the current study did not gather formal 
sources of information regarding achievement, the students and parents self-reported grade and 
behavior improvements, looking forward to or enjoying middle school, the schedule and the 
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electives.  They often focused on looking for and relying on friendships during this transition, 
but reported being able to make friends quickly.  They were excited about the novelty of it all 
and thrived in the movement and shifts between classrooms, peers and teachers.  No matter what 
point of the transition they spoke about, teachers mattered.  If they did not connect with the 
teacher on a relational level or sense the teacher enjoyed their job and their presence, they could 
not connect with the classroom content.  Despite all of the positive experiences, each reported a 
sense of fear and anxiety about this new school before arriving, specifically as to where to go and 
who will become their friends.   
Implications for the Transition to Middle School 
 The results of this study indicate that students with ADHD, along with at least one other 
marginalizing characteristic, have an overall positive experience transitioning to middle school 
and therefore this type of setting may benefit them at an earlier age, particularly with starting 
rotations between classes and teachers early on.  Their responses and perceptions contradict the 
suggestions of Brown (2014) that says a single teacher would be more beneficial for students 
with ADHD because of the structure and stability of this environment.  Spending all day with 
one teacher does not ensure an academically conducive environment as we heard examples from 
Cesar who described him and his classmates being off task unbeknownst to the teacher and 
Galvin who often got in trouble for his “hyperactivity.”  West and Schwerdt (2012) reported 
data:  
That clearly supports ongoing efforts in urban school districts to convert stand-alone 
elementary and middle schools into schools with K–8 configurations. They are also 
relevant to the expanding charter-school sector, which has the opportunity to choose 
grade configurations without the disruption caused by school closures. (p. 68) 
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The exposure to their upper grade peers may allow for more unity among age groups and dispel 
the reported angst about being the youngest on campus.  Communication between teachers, 
school psychologists and case managers on one campus may allow for routines, procedures, and 
curriculum mapping that are more streamlined and “Piagetian” (Hattie, 2011, p. 190).  Teachers 
and parents could communicate across grade levels and a positive behavior support plan could be 
put in place and updated as the child matured instead of using more reactive strategies such as 
those described by the students from this study (Hart et al., 2017).  This would also eliminate 
social fears of making new friends and the need for detailed orientation programs to prepare 
them for such drastic changes from elementary school to middle school on a new campus. 
If this is not feasible, there needs to be a reorganization of orientation programs to meet 
the needs of marginalized student populations.  One of the key factors in a successful transition 
program for students coming from elementary school is cooperation between students, teachers, 
parents and administration, while the inclusion of school psychologists in this process has been 
inadequate (Power & Atkins, 1994; Roth, 2004; Weldy, 1995).  Gargaro (2009) and Gehrman 
(2013) identified what impacted teacher negative perception of working with students labeled as 
ADHD as a frustration a lack of peer or specialist support (Coker, et al., 2016; Ohan, Vissor, 
Strain & Allen, 2011).  More resources could be allocated towards school psychology and 
teacher training on research based practices in working with students with ADHD, applying 
insight from the words of the students from this study (Erchul & Martens, 2002; Marks, 1993).  
School Psychologist “help teams to comprehensively assess the needs of these students, 
collaborate with others to differentially diagnose ADHD from other potential causes of attention 
problems, and serve as liaisons with the family and outside professionals regarding assessment 
and intervention” (NASP, 2018).  The data shows that the immediate family and teachers have 
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influence over their motivation for school success and school psychologists have the potential to 
mediate and develop parents and teachers in best practices for working with students with 
ADHD.  School psychologists could spearhead professional development training on the weight 
of words as educators and ways to foster a growth mindset to help these students accept that 
failure is a part of learning and even look forward to challenging tasks (Claro et al., 2016; Usher, 
2009).  In addition, these orientation programs may be more successful at minimizing anxieties if 
they incorporate more relationship building time and activities.  Pitzer & Skinner (2017) say: 
It is essential for schools and administrators to recognize the important role students’ 
social contexts play, both in bringing students out of vulnerability and in helping those 
who are already doing well, to maintain their momentum. Facilitating teachers’ capacities 
to provide students with optimally calibrated support can have powerful effects on 
students’ motivational systems… Teachers can indeed provide compensatory dynamics 
within this motivational system, which encouragingly, once recalibrated, can become 
fueled by its own self-sustaining nature. (p. 26) 
Taking the suggestions from Rappa’s (2012) dissertation study, a closely monitored 
version of a “big brother, big sister” (p. 118) pen pal situation before the transition to middle 
school to connect the campuses and minimize grade level separation may ease the reported 
feelings of awkwardness.  School psychologists look at the well-being of the whole child and can 
influence the focus of orientation and day one instruction to provide opportunities and strategies 
for building relationships with both teachers and peers.  Friendships made before or at the start of 
middle school were reported to last despite noted schedule changes.  If orientation programs 
included these activities, students could arrive at school the first day more ready to learn, rather 
than fearful of being alone (Culliford, 2002; Mikami, 2010). Dr. Price recommends the three 
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“C’s” of internal motivation for students with ADHD: “Control… (choices with accountability), 
competent… connectedness” (Price & Callan, 2018).  These opportunities for communicating 
with the goal of connecting should begin as soon as students step on campus to help ease social 
anxieties (Bokhorst et al., 2008; Ollendick et al., 1989; Peterson, 1987).  It has been suggested 
that relational characteristics are just as important in fostering motivation as the extent to which 
effort or growth mindset is emphasized for certain populations (Jordan, 2004; Noddings, 1995), 
and the field of psychology can benefit from a reminder of the importance of the social 
influences on students with learning disabilities.  Based on the nervousness described on the first 
day of middle school and the overall essence of the transition to middle school for these students, 
the researcher suggests school psychologists play an integral part in the design and 
implementation of orientation to include: parents, teachers, relationship building, tour, schedule 
and review of procedures.   
Additionally, professional development from school psychologists could inform teachers 
of the fact that underprivileged students can be ostracized and stereotyped and assist in planning 
ahead for group work activities (Barkley et al., 2006; Hinshaw & Stier, 2008; Ogg et al., 2013; 
Putney & Broughton, 2011; Walker et al., 2008; Varma & Wierer, 2013).  School psychologists 
can help accommodate and train teachers in bullying prevention programs to build a culture of 
acceptance, especially with those who may exhibit externalizing behaviors (Bradshaw, 
Waasdorp, Pas, Larson & Johnson, 2018).  Teachers can apply “Positionality-for-action,” which, 
“involves foresight to recognize classroom opportunities to raise equity consciousness and 
implement communal reform” (Relles, 2015, p. 316).  It is clear from these interviews that these 
students were motivated by preferred activities and school psychologists can leverage this 
knowledge in intervention recommendations to increase learning for this unique population.  
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School psychologists come baring a wealth of knowledge about the characteristics of 
students with ADHD and can impact their success in the general education setting as they play 
an integral part of the school team.  All students need more time to talk: talk about the 
curriculum in class, talk through a solution to a problem but also simply talk to feel more 
connected and that they belong (Anderman, 2003; Newton & Newton, 2014; Osterman, 2000; 
Putney and Broughton, 2011; Rubin, 2012; Wormeli, 2011; Underwood & Rosen, 2011).  School 
psychologists can apply the data from this research study to inform inclusion practices.  
Preference for talking about and interacting with classroom material was more beneficial to 
learning than homework in the point of view of these students.  With more discussion and 
interactive lessons in class and less homework, they could also invest more time into the 
suggested extracurricular activities, friendships and family relations that were shown to be 
motivational for students in this study (Studley et al., 2015; Wang & Eccles, 2012).   
Knowledge and application of preferred activities could inform school psychology 
intervention plans and alleviate complaints that students with ADHD present as lazy in the 
classroom (Culliford, 2002; Price, 2017).  These students enjoyed movement and exercise, which 
can also be a good opportunity to develop friendships (Wilson & Kennedy, 2013).  The level of 
interest and satisfaction these students have with technology and video gaming could inform a 
way to combine the social, accountability and extrinsic rewards as motivating factors within the 
school (Dovis et al., 2012; Toppo, 2015).  Unlike interventions that took hours over multiple 
sessions per week used for students with ADHD in the past, the online accountability and 
communication between teacher and parents could take less time with similar or improved 
results.  These suggestions may also benefit other students, not just those with ADHD or those 
with intersections of inequalities.  “Improved universal design in the classroom could potentially 
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benefit all children in the classroom, particularly those with ADHD” (Loe & Feldman, 2007, p. 
648).   
Limitations to this Study 
 Sampling was limited to the few public locations that allowed for flyers to be hung and 
by referrals.  Another limitation was the decision to analyze only the words of the students 
themselves in order to provide a clear phenomenology and to not use the parent’s words.  The 
parent’s answers could provide more insight from an outside perspective or a comparison but for 
the purposes of this study, their responses were meant to gain more insight from the actual 
student.  Since interaction with participants was limited to one interview and member checking, 
there may have been more information gathered from a mixed method approach where scores 
and behavior scales were analyzed across the transition period.  Another limitation is that this 
study and its suggestions cannot be generalized to all students during the transition to middle 
school due to the small sample size and the unique, marginalizing characteristics that create a 
different set of circumstances and identities when compared to other students. 
Future Research 
Future research could use a larger sample size of students with the intersection of ADHD 
and another external stressor to allow for comparisons.  Research on the best way to provide 
opportunities to make friends within the orientation and school day should continue.  Most 
students described positive peer interactions outside of the classroom and a comparison between 
unstructured time verses prescribed social skills training for students with ADHD should be 
done.  School psychology research could also focus on best practices in training adults on how to 
adopt and utilize growth mindset language with children at the transition to middle school.  Also, 
future research on bullying, specifically in elementary school, may help to inform school 
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psychology prevention strategies as well as provide closure and restoration between bullies and 
their victims.  Dr. Espalage says, “Simply focusing on individual youth without attention to the 
larger social environment that is contributing to these behaviors is short-sighted and is simply a 
Band-Aid approach” (APA, 2014).  School psychology input on orientation, school culture and 
prevention strategies should be utilized. 
The competitiveness in sports and video games brings up a series of potential studies in 
regards to motivating strategies for students with ADHD.  Future research and creation of online 
applications could increase work completion and academic motivation for students like those that 
participated in the current study.  Finally, the subject of schedule changes was unexpected and a 
possible study could be done on how often and the causes for schedule changes with students 
with a disabilities at the middle school level in comparison to peers along with the impact on 
their overall wellbeing.   
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Appendix A 
Semi Structured Interview for Students who just experienced first year at middle school 
setting: 
 
Remember back to Elementary school: 
 
1. Can you describe your _______ grade classroom for me? 
What did you hear, see? 
Who do you remember? 
What was your teacher like? Describe him or her? 
 
Remember the first day of ________ grade? What was that like? Describe what you remember or 
experienced that first day or week? 
 
What was the last day like? What do you remember doing, seeing, hearing? 
 
Describe a typical day: walk me through what you did first, etc.  
 
Only if needed for more:  
Describe your favorite day from that year? Why? 
 
What was your least favorite day from that year? Why? 
 
Thank you so much... Now we will move on to… 
 
Remember the summer before middle school? 
 
What did you do over that summer? 
 
Did you go to an orientation for middle school? 
 
Summer camps? 
Summer school? 
 
If so, describe what you did? Who was there? What things were helpful? 
 
Did you know anyone at middle school before you went? What had you already heard or what 
did you expect it to be like? From who or what made you think this? 
 
Remember middle school: 
Name of school 
Schedule you had 
First day? Describe, walk me through that day: 
 
How did you feel that day? Why? 
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Favorite memory from this year? Why? 
 
What was the easiest part of this year in middle school for you? Why do you think that is? 
 
What have you seen are the biggest changes or differences between elementary and middle 
school? What experiences did you have that made you notice this? 
 
Why do you think that was difficult? 
 
Tell me about who has helped you the most this year? 
 
If they don’t mention: ask about teacher, family, friends, coaches, outside in community people. 
 
Based on your experience last year, what do you think would’ve been the most helpful to you 
this year? 
 
From teacher: 
From parent: 
From Friend:  
From actual school: 
Anyone else? 
 
Optional: Do you remember working in groups this year? How was that? What did you notice 
while working with this group? 
 
If you had a magic wand and could change one thing about middle school, what would it be and 
why? 
 
This summer:  
What are you doing this summer? 
 
Are there any things you are doing this summer to prepare you for next year of middle school? 
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Appendix B 
 
Medical and Family History Form 
 
Child’s Name:______________________________________ Age:___________________ 
DOB: ___________Grade:_____________ 
Classroom:  Regular:__________  Other:_______________ Gender:__________________ 
Name of Prior Elementary 
School:___________________________________________________________ 
Name of Middle School they will enter/entered in the Fall 
:________________________________________________ 
Your Name: ___________________________________________ Relationship to the child: 
___________________________ 
Names and ages of Siblings: _________________________________Age______________ 
_________________________________Age_________________________________________
_____Age______________________________________________Age____________________
___________________________Age 
Today’s Date:_________________________ 
Please list the members of the child’s current household: 
Full Names:      Relationship to child 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________ 
Other relatavies not living with the child, i.e., biological father or mother, step-parents: 
Full Names:      Relationship to child 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Has your child had any medical concerns in the past year? _______________ (Yes/No) 
If so, what were they, please explain: 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
When was your child diagnosed with Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)?  
_______________/__________________ (month/year) 
Where or by whom did your child receive their diagnosis? 
_________________________________________________ 
Is your child : 
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Predominantly Hyperactive ______ 
Predominantly Innattentive:______ 
Combined Type: ______ 
Please describe the process of diagnosis (initial signs, assessments used, who diagnosed): 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Please list any accomodations or communication made to schools here (504, communication 
with School Psychologists, teachers, accomodations, etc. ): 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Has your child been prescribed medication for ADHD? __________(Yes/No) 
If so, please list the medications in order with how long they were used by the child (including 
any medication they are currently using): 
Medication      Year began- Year stopped  Dosage 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________ 
Has your child been diagnosed with any other disability or disorder by a physician, psychiatrist 
or psychologist? _____________(Yes/No) 
If so, what were the diagnosis and when were they made: 
Diagnosis     Year given 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________ 
Has your family/child recently experienced significant stress or change other than transitioning 
to a new middle school? These may include but are not limited to moving, divorce, losses, a 
family member experiencing any trauma or stress, etc.  ____________(Yes/No) 
If so, explain: 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Please check according to the correct household income (after taxes) for the year 2016-17 and 
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2017-18: 
___________Less than $25,000 
__________Year 
___________$25,000 to 
$34,999__________Year 
___________$35,000 to 
$49,999__________Year 
___________$50,000 to 
$74,999__________Year 
___________$75,000 to 
$99,999__________Year 
___________$100,000 to 
$149,999__________Year 
___________$150,000 or 
more__________Year 
 
Does your child receive Free or Reduced Lunch at school currently or in the past: Y    N   When?  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Have you or your child moved schools or homes in the past two years? Y    N 
Please explain: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Have you or your child received any financial assistance in any way in the past or currently 
(WIC, governement support, scholarships, family assistance, loans, etc.):  Y     N 
If so, please list and explain here: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
If there is anything you would like to add that was not answered in the above questions, please 
describe here: 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix C 
 
Snap IV 
 
The SNAP-IV Teacher and Parent Rating Scale 
Name:_______________________________________________________________________ 
Gender:_________ Age:_________ Grade:_______ 
Ethnicity (circle one which best applies): African-American Asian Caucasian Hispanic 
Other_________________ 
Completed by:_____________________________________________ Type of 
Class:____________________ Class size:__________________ 
For each item, select the box that best describes this child. Put 
only one check per item. Not at 
all 
(0) 
Just a 
Little 
(1) 
Quite A 
Bit 
(2) 
Very 
Much 
(3) 
                                    
1. 
Often fails to give close attention to details or makes careless mistakes in schoolwork, 
work, or other activities   . . . 
2. 
Often has difficulty sustaining attention in tasks or play activities 
. . . . 
3. 
Often does not seem to listen when spoken to directly 
. . . . 
4. 
Often does not follow through on instructions and fails to finish schoolwork, chores, or 
duties  . . . . 
5. 
Often has difficulty organizing tasks and activities 
 . . . 
6. 
Often avoids, dislikes, or is reluctant to engage in tasks that require sustained mental 
effort (e.g., schoolwork or homework) . . . . 
7. 
Often loses things necessary for tasks or activities (e.g., toys, school assignments, 
pencils, books, or tools) . . . . 
8. 
Often is distracted by extraneous stimuli 
 . . . 
9. 
Often is forgetful in daily activities 
. . . . 
10. 
Often fidgets with hands or feet or squirms in seat 
. . . . 
11. 
Often leaves seat in classroom or in other situations in which remaining seated is 
expected . . . . 
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12. 
Often runs about or climbs excessively in situations in which it is inappropriate 
. . .  
13. 
Often has difficulty playing or engaging in leisure activities quietly 
 . . . 
14. 
Often is "on the go" or often acts as if "driven by a motor" 
. . . . 
15. 
Often talks excessively 
. . . . 
16. 
Often blurts out answers before questions have been completed 
. . .  
17. 
Often has difficulty awaiting turn 
. . . . 
18. 
Often interrupts or intrudes on others (e.g., butts into conversations/games) 
. . . . 
 
 
Sum of 
Items 
for Each 
Scale 
Average 
Rating 
Per Item 
for Each 
Scale 
Teacher 
5% 
Cutoff 
Parent 
5% 
Cutoff 
 
Average score for ADHD-Inattention (sum of items 1-9/ # of items) 
 ______ 2.56 1.78 
 
Average score for ADHD-Hyperactivity-Impulsivity (sum of items 10-18/ # of items) 
 ______ 1.78 1.44 
 
Average score for ADHD-Combined (sum of items 1-18/ # of items) 
 ______ 2.00 1.67 
The 4-point response is scored 0-3 (Not at All=0, Just A Little=1, Quite a Bit=2, and Very Much=3). Subscale scores on the SNAP-IV are 
calculated by summing the scores on the items in the specific subset (e.g., Inattention) and dividing by the number of items in the subset 
(e.g., 9). The score for any subset is expressed as the Average Rating Per Item. The 5% cutoff scores for teachers and parents are provided. 
Compare the Average Rating Per Item score to the cut-off score to determine if the score falls within the top 5%. Scores in the top 5% are 
considered significant. 
From SNAP-IV Teacher and Parent Rating Scale by James Swanson, UCI, Irvine, CA. Printed with permission. All rights reserved. Copies 
may be made by myADHD.com active members only  
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Appendix D 
 
Parent Informed Consent 
 
INFORMED CONSENT  
Department of Educational Psychology & Higher Education 
TITLE OF STUDY: THE EXPERIENCE OF STUDENTS WITH ATTENTION-
DEFICIT/HYPERACTIVITY DISORDER DURING THE TRANSITION TO MIDDLE 
SCHOOL 
INVESTIGATOR(S): Dr. Scott Loe/ Hannah Berry  
For questions or concerns about the study, you may contact Dr. Scott Loe at 702-895-2949 or 
Hannah Berry at 619-756-2856. 
 
For questions regarding the rights of research subjects, any complaints or comments regarding 
the manner in which the study is being conducted, contact the UNLV Office of Research 
Integrity – Human Subjects at 702-895-2794, toll free at 877-895-2794 or via email at 
IRB@unlv.edu. 
   
 
Purpose of the Study 
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to hear about how 
students with ADHD perceive the transition from elementary school to middle school.  
 
Participants 
You and your child are being asked to participate in the study because you fit these criteria: your 
child is a student just finished with elementary school and about to enter (or just finished first 
year at) a new middle school campus. A practitioner, school psychologist, psychologist must 
have identified your child with ADHD.  You are also a parent of the student and can answer 
questions based on their current experience transitioning to middle school. The student must 
meet all of the following criteria to participate in today’s study: 
·      Students entering a new middle school / junior high fall 2018 or who just completed their 
first year of middle school/junior high 
·      Students who have been diagnosed with ADHD  
 
Procedures  
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to do the following: Upon arrival, 
you will be asked to fill out a Medical and Family History Form to provide background of the 
participant for this study, which should take you about 20 minutes. If you provide any prior 
school, assessment or medical records, they will be used in this study to help verify the diagnosis 
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of ADHD. During the student interview, a brief assessment (SNAP-IV) will be given to you in 
order to verify ADHD symptoms in your child as well as verify an additional adverse 
circumstance for your student.  Interviews will take no longer than an hour with the student and 
will begin while you fill out the SNAP-IV assessment. You will then be asked to enter the room 
to participate in a follow-up interview with the student present that will take no longer than an 
hour. Interviews will be audio recorded for transcribing purposes. The total time for you to read 
and fill out this informed consent, the Medical and Family History Form and participate in 
interviews will be 2.5 hours.   
 
Benefits of Participation  
There may not be direct benefits to you as a participant in this study. However, we hope to learn 
what students with ADHD are anticipating about middle school, what their fears or anxieties are 
and what makes them most excited in order to inform educators of how to better support them in 
this transition. There will be no questions specifically referring to ADHD asked to you or the 
student and the focus of the interview will be on their beliefs about middle school before they 
make the transition.   
 
Risks of Participation  
There are risks involved in all research studies. This study may include only minimal risks. The 
student may become uncomfortable when answering questions. 
 
  
Cost/Compensation 
  
There may be financial cost to you to participate in this study because of transportation to UNLV 
campus. The study will take two hours of your time plus the time it takes to fill out the Informed 
Consent and Medical and Family History. You will be compensated for your time with a $25 gift 
card of your choice even if you choose to discontinue the study at any time.   
 
Confidentiality  
All information gathered in this study will be kept as confidential as possible.  No reference will 
be made in written or oral materials that could link you to this study.  You will be allowed to 
view the final report before publication to make any changes, add or take anything out before 
publication. All records will be stored in a locked facility at UNLV for 3 years after completion 
of the study.  After the storage time the information gathered will be destroyed.  All audio 
recordings are destroyed after every semester at the clinic.   
 
Voluntary Participation  
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate in this study or in any 
part of this study.  You may withdraw at any time without prejudice to your relations with 
UNLV. You are encouraged to ask questions about this study at the beginning or any time during 
the research study. You will still receive the $25 gift Card of your choice even if you decide to 
discontinue at any point in the study. 
 
Participant Consent:  
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I have read the above information and agree to participate in this study.  I have been able to ask 
questions about the research study. A copy of this form has been given to me. 
 
Participant Name (Please Print)  
 
___________________________________                                              
 
___________________________________              Date     _______________________ 
Parent Name (please print) 
 
__________________________________________________ 
Signature of Parent Signature  
 
 
Audio recording: 
 
I agree to be audio recorded for the purpose of this research study. 
 
             
Signature of Participant                                             Date  
 
        
Participant Name (Please Print) 
 
______________________________________      Date     
_______________________ 
Parent Name (please print) 
 
__________________________________________________ 
Signature of Parent Signature  
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Appendix E 
 
Child Assent 
 
Dear Student: 
My name is Hannah Berry. I am inviting you to be a part of my research project. My friends and 
I are trying to find out what it is like to go to a new middle school from your point of view so we 
can help make it better for other children like you.  
 
We are asking many kids from around Las Vegas to be a part of this project. We hope you will 
tell us what you think. 
 
You get to choose if you want to be a part of this project. Your parents and teachers cannot make 
you participate.  You will not be in trouble with anyone if you don’t want to participate and you 
can receive a gift card of $25 even if you decide not to do the interview. Just for showing up 
today, you can receive a gift card right now! 
 
If you choose to participate, you will help us by answering some questions about going to a new 
middle school. I will ask you some questions and it will take less than an hour. You will be audio 
recorded so that we can go back and listen again to what you say in case we miss something 
important. You can skip any questions that you do not want to answer.  You can choose to quit 
the project at any time.  You will not get in any trouble if want to quit. When I am done asking 
you questions, your parent will join us to answer questions about your going to a new middle 
school and I hope you will comment and tell us what you think while they talk. With the forms 
your parent has to fill out and interviews it should take you a total of 2.5 hours or less.  
 
If you choose to be a part of this project, you will help me find out about problems kids may be 
having while leaving elementary school and going to a new middle school.  I will not use your 
name on any of the papers that I write about this project.   
 
If you have any questions, you can contact me at 619-756-2867or ADHDMSstudy@gmail.com 
or the Principal Investigator Dr. Scott Loe at (702) 895-2949 or scott.loe@unlv.edu.  
 
Please check one of the choices below, and then print and sign your name on the lines above the stars. 
 
___ YES, I want to participate                              
 
___ NO, I do not want to participate 
             
____________________________________________  
*Name of Student (Print)        Date            
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____________________________________________  
*Signature of Student if participating     
___________________________________________  
Researcher Obtaining Consent (Print)     Date                                
 
 
Please check one of the choices below, and then print and sign your name on the lines above the stars if you 
agree to be audio recorded. 
 
___ YES, I want to be audio recorded                             
 
___ NO, I do not want to be audio recorded 
             
____________________________________________  
*Name of Student (Print)        Date            
____________________________________________  
*Signature of Student if participating      
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Appendix F 
 
Poster 
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Appendix G 
 
Hello,  
I am a doctoral student from the UNLV Department of Educational Psychology & Higher 
Education program. I am conducting a study entitled “The Experience of Students with Attention-
Deficit/ Hyperactivity Disorder during the Transition to Middle School,” under the direction of 
my advising professor, Dr. Scott Loe. 
Participants will take part in an audio taped two-part interview relating to their transition 
experience to middle school. Interviews will take place in the summer months of 2018 and 
scheduling is flexible. Any information given will be strictly confidential and your name will not 
appear in any reports resulting from the study. The interview will address questions 
about participants’ experiences during the transition to middle school. The interview is expected 
to last about 1 hour. The parent will then be asked to join the interview and respond to similar 
questions about their student. Participants will receive a $25 Gift Card of their choice for 
their participation. 
Students that meet all of the following criteria may be eligible to participate: 
·      Students entering a new middle school / junior high fall 2018 or who just completed their 
first year of middle school/junior high 
·      Students who have been diagnosed with ADHD  
 
Please forward this email to anyone that may be able to assist or knows of 
potential participants.  My contact information is listed below for anyone to contact me. Please 
feel free to contact with any questions you may have. If you can share any contact with me, it 
would be greatly appreciated.  I have attached a flyer if you are able to post. Thank you for your 
time and consideration. 
  
Dr. Scott Loe                                                              Hannah Berry 
702-895-2949                                                            619-756-2856 
scott.loe@unlv.edu                                         ADHDMSstudy@gmail.com      
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Appendix H 
Final Codebooks 
Table 2  
Events during Transition to Middle School 
Structural Codes 
 
Textural Codes 
End of Elementary School 
 
Bullying 
Behavior Concerns 
Orientation Feelings about Middle School 
Relationship Building 
Tour/Student-Led 
Beginning of Middle School Size  
Novelty 
Separation of grades 
Schedule 
 
 
Table 3 
 
General Transition to Middle School Codes 
Structural Codes 
 
Textural Codes 
Teachers 
 
 
Rapport 
Disposition 
Credibility  
Friends 
 
Coping 
Stressor 
Preferred Activities 
 
Sports/Active 
Free choice 
Interactive/Real life 
Technology 
Motivation Family 
Extrinsic          
Self-Awareness Fixed vs. Growth Mindset 
Internal vs. External Locus of Control 
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